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Despite the longstanding debate surrounding the relationship between faith and good
works in St. Paul’s writings, no one to date has undertaken a thorough examination of
Paul’s use of “good” terminology in ethical contexts. This study seeks to fill this gap by
examining every place in Paul’s undisputed writings (and the disputed 2 Thessalonians)
that he uses the terms ἀγαθός and καλός (and their cognates) in an ethically significant
way. The study primarily involves inductive exegetical analysis of every context in
which this terminology appears. In addition to showing that the “good” is a highly
significant ethical category for Paul, this analysis reveals that the “good” functions to
highlight both personal and social dimensions of Paul’s ethical vision.
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Chapter 1: Introduction to “the Good”
1.0 Introduction
In the undisputed Pauline epistles, Paul uses the noun ἀγαθός twenty-eight times. In the
disputed works, the term appears twenty-four times. Its near equivalent, καλός, appears
seventeen times in the undisputed epistles and twenty-four times in the disputed epistles. In all,
the Pauline corpus contains some ninety-three instances of “the good” (throw in the rare cognates
ἀγαθωσύνη [Rom 15:14; Gal 5:22; Eph 5:9; 2 Thess 1:11] and καλοποιέω [2 Thess 3:13] and we
have nearly 100 occurrences).1 The quantity of these terms indicates that the concept carried
weight for the apostle.2
In addition, from his earliest writings, we see that “the good” played a role in Paul's
ethical teaching (1 Thess 5:15, 21; Gal 6:6–10).3 In Romans, the terminology is present from the
beginning to the very end of the discourse (2:6–10; 16:19), sometimes occurring in ethically
strategic places (e.g., 12:2). When we get to Ephesians, we find that God's people have actually
been “created in Christ Jesus” to do “good works” (Eph 2:10). Similarly, in the Pastorals, the
church was purchased for the purpose of doing “good works” (Tit 2:14).
In view of the prevalence and quite strategic placement of this terminology, it is
surprising to discover how little attention it has received in the scholarly literature. Indeed, this

Technically, this study examines the theme of “the good” in Paul’s letters and would potentially
encompass terms outside the ἀγαθός/καλός domain. While other terms are sometimes translated “good” in the
Pauline corpus, I will focus only on these two (and their cognates) since they account for the preponderance of the
data and are integrally related in history and in meaning. Given the obvious centrality of this terminology, it will be
given a more thorough treatment in Chapter 2.
2
By comparison, the Pauline corpus contains the noun ἀγάπη only 75 times and the verbal form 34 times.
3
Although I recognize that it is possible to distinguish them, I use the terms “ethical” and “ethics”
synonymously with “moral” and “morality.” When I speak of ethics or ethical categories, I am speaking in a general
way of what is basically related to morality. But see Meeks who prefers to speak of “morality” since “ethics” can
imply a more reflective process (The Origins of Christian Morality: The First Two Centuries [London: Yale, 1993],
4–5).
1

1

inattention is reflected in many churches where “good works” occupy questionable space,
spoken of mainly to indicate what believers must not do to be saved. Martin Luther’s
understandable resistance to “salvation by works” has been bequeathed to both scholarship and
the church as ignorance of a significant Pauline ethical teaching. It is the purpose of this study to
explore this important but neglected territory.
1.1 “The Good” and “Good Works” in Recent Scholarship
While some interpreters note that Paul's use of “the good” provides a leitmotif in Rom
12–13,4 very few have considered that this terminology might be a window into Paul's ethical
thinking. Indeed, it is difficult to find even brief treatments of this idea in the major works on
Pauline ethics. Victor P. Furnish's landmark book contains no serious reflection on the
terminology.5 Neither do the important works of J. L. Houlden, R. E. O. White, T. J. Deidun,
Allen Verhey, Wolfgang Schrage, Eduard Lohse, Richard Hays, Richard Burridge, to name just a
few.6 Although these works vary in comprehensiveness, the fact that none of them gives
significant consideration to this recurring terminology indicates a major gap in the Pauline
ethical literature.
4

See, for example, James W. Thompson, Moral Formation According to Paul: The Context and Coherence
of Pauline Ethics (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2011), 170; Kuo-Wei Peng, Hate the Evil, Hold Fast to the Good:
Structuring Romans 12.1–15.13 (London: T&T Clark, 2006), 111.
5
Victor Paul Furnish, Theology and Ethics in Paul (Nashville: Abingdon, 1968; repr., Louisville: John
Knox, 2009).
6
J. L. Houlden, Ethics and the New Testament (New York: Oxford, 1977); R. E. O. White, Biblical Ethics
(Atlanta: John Knox, 1979); T. J. Deidun, New Covenant Morality in Paul (Biblical Institute: Rome, 1981); Allen
Verhey, The Great Reversal: Ethics and the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1984); Wolfgang Schrage,
The Ethics of the New Testament, trans. D. Green (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1988); Eduard Lohse, Theological Ethics
of the New Testament, trans. Eugene Boring (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1991); Richard Hays, The Moral Vision of the
New Testament: A Contemporary Introduction to New Testament Ethics (New York: HarperCollins, 1996); Richard
Burridge, Imitating Jesus: An Inclusive Approach to New Testament Ethics (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007).
Although not a major work in Pauline ethics, N. T. Wright's popular-level treatment ignores this term while
giving extensive consideration to Rom 12:1–2, one of the most significant places where Paul references “the good.”
This omission is all the more glaring in light of Wright's attempt to show that Paul is providing an alternative to
ancient “virtue ethics.” See his After You Believe: Why Christian Character Matters (New York: HarperCollins,
2010). Brian Rosner's collection of important essays in Pauline ethics contains virtually no mention of this theme
(though this is not entirely surprising given the restricted focus of the various essays). See Rosner's Understanding
Paul's Ethics: Twentieth-Century Approaches (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995).

2

In his seminal article on Pauline ethics, Rudolf Bultmann briefly alluded to the “good,
pleasing and perfect” as representative terms for Hellenistic morality.7 Attempting to show that
the indicative and imperative are paradoxically related in Paul's thought (and that the indicative
includes the imperative within it), Bultmann concluded that the imperative (“the good”) provides
no new ethical content for Paul's audience. “The good” is only a broad term for what Hellenistic
society already approves.8 Although a number of interpreters have followed Bultmann's
conclusions about the origin of Paul's ethics, few have explored the ἀγαθός/καλός theme any
further. For those who do address this Pauline theme, the most common approach is to identify
“the good” with “love.” This view is the one adopted by Furnish in his later work.9 J. T. Sanders
states that “the good” is “an interpretation” of agape or “vice-versa,” while Schrage briefly
comments that “the good” cannot be separated from love.10 James W. Thompson's more recent
work suggests that “the good” is discerned by love.11
J. Paul Sampley takes a unique approach, connecting “the good” with Paul's teaching
about varying gifts and measures of faith in Rom 12–14. Thus, he writes:
Each believer has a ‘good’ that belongs to that individual. It is intricately tied to what the
person does. Philemon's good is best arrived at by his self-determination and deliberation
... (Philemon 14). Paul could command a certain action as appropriate (Philemon 8), but
his love recognizes that Philemon must determine what is appropriate not only to
Onesimus but also to himself (v. 9). Whatever work Philemon determines to do toward
Onesimus will be part of his good.12
7
Rudolf Bultmann, “Das Problem der Ethik bei Paulus,” ZNW 23 (1924): repr. in Understanding Paul's
Ethics, 195–216 at 213.
8
Bultmann, “Das Problem” in Understanding Paul's Ethics, 213. This view is echoed by Willi Marxsen,
New Testament Foundations for Christian Ethics, trans. O. C. Dean, Jr. (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1993), 215–16;
Udo Schnelle, Apostle Paul: His Life and Theology, trans. E. Boring (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2005), 246–58. This
view is briefly considered and rejected by Morton Scott Enslin, The Ethics of Paul (Nashville: Abington, 1957), 96–
98.
9
Furnish, The Love Commandment in the New Testament (Nashville: Abingdon, 1972), 101.
10
Jack T. Sanders, Ethics in the New Testament: Change and Development (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1975);
Schrage, Ethics, 237.
11
Thompson, Moral Formation, 172.
12
J. Paul Sampley, Walking Between the Times: Paul's Moral Reasoning (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1991), 73.
For further discussion, cf. Sampley, Walking in Love: Moral Progress and Spiritual Growth with the Apostle Paul
(Minneapolis: Fortress, 2016), 55–57.
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Sampley appears to be assuming a broad view of “the good” and then filling it in with his
own understanding of Paul's basic ethical approach. Unfortunately, he does little to verify this
interpretation in terms of background and context.
While neglecting a consideration of “the good” in the undisputed Pauline letters (even
omitting Gal 6:6–10 altogether from a chapter on Galatians), Frank Matera does note the
presence of this terminology in the Pastorals.13 He does little, however, to explore the possible
backgrounds that might shed light on the term. Others like Lohse recognize this terminology is
important for the Pastorals but simply assume that it is coded language for common cultural
values of the time.14 Again, a full and careful exegesis with appropriate attention to background
is lacking.
Bruce W. Winter provides a more extensive treatment of “the good,” arguing that it is a
social/civic term.15 Drawing on inscriptional evidence and ancient patronage practices, Winter
argues that in Rom 13, “well-doers” are specifically those who “seek the welfare of the city.”16
Furthermore, in texts like 1 Thess 4:11–12 and 2 Thess 3:6–13, Paul recommends a program of
private benefaction where every believer becomes a patron.17 This intriguing thesis, however,
does not engage most of the Pauline evidence (as is demonstrated by Winter's selectivity in the
study) and fails to account for all the contextual data even in the passages considered (especially
Rom 13). Additionally, Winter fails to consider some passages that might strengthen his thesis

13

Frank Matera, New Testament Ethics: The Legacies of Jesus and Paul (Louisville: Westminster, 1996),

241–47.
14

Lohse, Ethics, 151–53.
Winter's work is not technically a work in Pauline ethics but has immediate relevance for this
dissertation. This view is also maintained by A. D. Clarke with regard to Rom 5:7, “The Good and Just in Romans
5:7” in Tyndale Bulletin 41.1 (1990); Furnish also accepts this view of Rom 13 in his popular-level work, The Moral
Teaching of Paul: Selected Issues (Nashville: Abingdon, 2009), 155–56.
16
Bruce W. Winter, Seek the Welfare of the City: Christians as Benefactors and Citizens (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1994), 26–40.
17
Winter, Welfare, 42–60.
15
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(e.g., Gal 6:6–10). More work is needed to see how Winter's thesis might fit with a fuller
understanding of the Pauline terminology.
Although David G. Horrell rejects Winter's benefaction thesis,18 he emphasizes that Paul
does use this term with an outsider focus.19 “The good” is to be done to “all” people (Gal 6:10; 1
Thess 5:15). This is not just for missional purposes. Rather, as an extension of love, doing “the
good” to outsiders is a Christian obligation.20 In addition, Horrell is eager to demonstrate that
“the good” is not a distinctively Christian morality but instead something that unbelievers
recognize and accept, at least to a large extent. He focuses on Rom 12:17 to argue that believers
“should do (towards all) what is commonly recognized as 'good.’”21 Horrell has identified some
important features of Paul's teaching about “the good,” but has done so with too limited exegesis
and almost no background work. His use of Rom 12:17 for programmatic understanding is
especially in need of substantiation given how frequently Paul uses this term throughout
Romans.
James Thompson pays more attention to the background of “the good.”22 He notes its
important place in both Hellenistic and Jewish thought and contrasts Paul's pessimism about
human ability to do “the good” with these traditions' optimism.23 He suggests that the primary
background for Paul's teaching comes from OT texts, especially as they were interpreted in
Jewish-Hellenistic catechesis.24 Furthermore, he recognizes that in Gal 6:6–10 and Rom 12–13
Paul has set in motion a concern for the public “good” that will have implications for a social

18

David Horrell, Solidarity and Difference: A Contemporary Reading of Paul's Ethics (New York: T&T
Clark, 2005), 262, n. 58.
19
Horrell, Solidarity, 261–72.
20
Horrell, Solidarity, 268.
21
Horrell, Solidarity, 266.
22
Thompson, Moral Formation, 136–41, 170–75.
23
Thompson, Moral Formation, 136–41, 148–49.
24
Thompson, Moral Formation, 172–75.
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ethic over time.25 While Thompson sets the stage for more research by grasping some of the
central background issues, a much fuller exegesis of the various contexts is needed to understand
Paul’s particular usage. This is especially so with regard to the disputed Pauline epistles where,
despite devoting an entire chapter to these epistles, Thompson gives no attention to the “good
works” theme.26
Recently, a full-length scholarly treatment of “good works” in Paul has become available.
In an unpublished dissertation, Martin E. Sheldon argues that “good works” are essential to
Pauline theology and to Christian living and that these works are grounded in the Old Testament
and second-Temple Jewish literature.27 With one lengthy chapter on Jewish background and
another exploring all of Paul’s letters (before zeroing in on a test case, 1 Tim 6:17–19), Sheldon
paints with a broad brush to show the nature and necessity of “good works” (or obedience) in
both Jewish and Pauline thought.28 While assuming and reinforcing some of Sheldon’s
conclusions, the present work will go beyond Sheldon’s in giving more nuanced treatment to the
terminology of “the good” in each particular context and by paying attention to the potential
variety of backgrounds present.29 In so doing, I hope to discern more precisely how Paul is using
this terminology in each context and how it plays into his ethical thinking as a whole.
1.2 Works of the Law and “Good Works”
Although a focus on doing “the good” or doing “good works” is largely absent from the
scholarly literature, debate over “works of the law” has become a crucial interpretive battlefield
during the past 30-40 years. Until recently, under the powerful influence of Martin Luther’s

25

Thompson, Moral Formation, 180.
Thompson, Moral Formation, 181–206.
27
Martin E. Sheldon, “The Apostle Paul’s Theology of Good Works; With Special Emphasis on 1 Timothy
6:17–19” (PhD diss., Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 2012).
28
See chs. 2–3 in Sheldon, “Good Works,” 37–134.
29
For background considerations, see Chapter 2 below.
26
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theology, Bible scholarship has tended to understand “works of the law” synonymously with
“good works.” The pious Jew who attempts to be saved by obedience to the law is merely one
example of the deep human problem of “works-righteousness,” the human effort to gain
salvation through “good works.” Luther’s words, in the preface to his commentary on Romans,
demonstrate this terminological interchange:
They say, ‘Are we, then, to do no good works?’ Therefore [Paul] himself takes up the
case of Abraham, and asks, ‘What did Abraham accomplish, then, with his good works?
Were they all in vain? Were his works of no use?’ He concludes that Abraham was
justified by faith alone even before the work of circumcision. But if the work of
circumcision contributed nothing to his righteousness, though God commanded it and it
was a good work of obedience, then surely no other good work will contribute anything
to righteousness. Rather, as Abraham’s circumcision was an external sign by which he
showed the righteousness that was already his in faith, so all good works are only
external signs which follow out of faith….30
No one did more to carry the Lutheran torch forward into the 20th century than Rudolf
Bultmann. Combining Lutheran theology with existentialist philosophy, Bultmann concluded
that anthropology was the central concern in all of Paul’s theology.31 Butlmann seems to conflate
“good works” with “works of the law” when he says: “The reason, then, that man shall not, must
not, be ‘rightwised’ by works of the Law is that he must not be allowed to imagine that he is able
to procure his salvation by his own strength; for he can find his salvation only when he
understands himself in dependence upon God the Creator.”32 Once again, the Jewish problem
(“works of the law”) is really just a human problem (“good works” done for salvation).
While Bultmann’s most famous student, Ernst Käsemann, expanded the Lutheran
doctrine of justification to include a cosmic, apocalyptic dimension, he ultimately maintained

30
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basic Lutheran sensibilities in regard to “works of the law.” He states, “Wherever the law rules,
works are demanded of which only the strong are capable: hybris and despair in transgression
and self-righteousness are here unavoidable…. The letter kills because it forces man into the
service of his own righteousness….”33 In Judaism, the promise of the law was misunderstood as
a “demand for good works” and was, thus, “perverted into a privilege which is a restriction of the
divine grace.”34 As with Luther and Bultmann, Käsemann believes that “works” in Paul
represent a general human religious problem more than a particular Jewish problem.35
The extent to which the Lutheran view of “works” has held sway can be glimpsed in the
comments of the venerable F. F. Bruce. Although Bruce recognizes the significance of the
historical situation regarding Gentiles entering the Christian community, he still conflates Jewish
works with works of merit. “What Paul did oppose was the idea that, by submitting to
circumcision as a religious obligation, a man could acquire merit in God’s sight. Similarly, the
observance of certain days or of various food restrictions was neither here nor there, unless it
was thought that such observance was necessary to win divine approval.”36 The influential voice
of Bruce represents the broad acceptance of the basic Lutheran paradigm during the 20th century:
“works of the law” and “good works” are merged into a single entity.
Krister Stendahl, a pre-cursor to what is now known as the “new-perspective on Paul,”
was one of the first to call this Lutheran orthodoxy into question. Stendahl famously charged
modern readers of Paul with foisting upon him the “introspective conscience of the West,”
seeing him through Luther’s eyes as one dealing primarily with the issue of a guilty, sin-stained
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conscience.37 When one allows the modern, Lutheran lens to guide interpretation, one ends up
replacing central Pauline concerns (e.g., “What are the ramifications of the Messiah’s arrival for
the relation between Jews and Gentiles?”)38 with concerns of modern Western Christians (e.g.,
“How can I find a gracious God?”).39 When this happens, Paul’s actual argument about the law
becomes the “incidental framework around the golden truth of Pauline anthropology.”40
E. P. Sanders brought mainstream awareness to this new perspective with an expansive
comparative study of Paul and Judaism. Instead of searching through Jewish literature for
background material to relate to individual Pauline motifs, Sanders compared the “pattern of
religion” in Palestinian Judaism to that found in the Pauline epistles.41 He argued that, in regard
to “grace and works,” the patterns are remarkably similar, despite what might be implied by
some of Paul’s rhetorical overstatements.42 For Paul, as for Judaism in general, “good deeds are
the condition of remaining ‘in’ [the covenant], but they do not earn salvation.”43 Paul was not
distinguished from the Judaism of his day by believing in a gracious, merciful God nor was
Judaism a religion of “works-righteousness.”44 What distinguished Paul from the Judaism of his
day was his “participationist eschatology” and his Christology.45 Obedience, the performance of
certain works within a covenant of grace, was expected and required by both Judaism and Paul.46
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James D. G. Dunn builds on Sanders’ work to distinguish “works of the law” from the
traditional Protestant understanding of meritorious works. At a general level, Dunn understands
“works of the law” to refer to God’s covenantal requirements of his people.47 But when a more
zealous concern to protect the distinctiveness of Israel as a nation arose, informed by the
Maccabean crisis among other things, the law “came to reinforce the sense of Israel’s
privilege….”48 In this context, the phrase “works of the law,” while theoretically referring to all
of God’s covenant requirements, practically calls to mind the specific laws that serve to
demarcate Israel from the nations.49 With this understanding in place, Dunn is able to conclude
that “Paul evidently did not associate ‘works of the law’ with ‘good works.’ The two phrases
operated within different substructures of his thought. To both commend ‘good works’ and rail
against ‘works of the law’ was no inconsistency for Paul.’”50
N. T. Wright’s approach is similar to Dunn’s. As is now customary, Wright situates
Paul’s teaching on justification within the polemical context of Jewish-Gentile relationships. In
this context, he argues that Paul is urging faith as the only “boundary marker” for God’s
Messianic people.51 By contrast, the “works of the law” were “badges of membership by which
some Jews sought to demarcate themselves in the present time, ahead of the eschatological
verdict … The ‘works of the law’—sabbath, food-laws, circumcision—thus enabled them to
attain a measure of what scholars have called ‘inaugurated eschatology,’ the anticipation in the
present of what is to come in the future.”52 It is noteworthy that in recent work, Wright
differentiates “works of the law” from “the work of the law,” the former being something which
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only Jews could do, the latter being something which Christian Gentiles can also do.53 Thus, like
Dunn, Wright opens space for “good works” to matter while maintaining that “works of the law”
are now “irrelevant.”54
John M. G. Barclay’s study of Galatians provides significant confirmation to the
perspective of Sanders, Dunn, and Wright. He denies that there is any support in the book of
Galatians for the idea that Paul is opposing a legalistic or meritorious principle among his Jewish
opponents.55 According to Barclay, Paul’s problem with “works of the law” is “not legalism …
but cultural imperialism—regarding Jewish identity and Jewish customs as the essential tokens
of membership in the people of God.”56 While Barclay allows that elsewhere Paul’s more
generalizing statements (e.g., Rom 4:4) may reflect broader theological and anthropological
principles, he denies that such is the case in Galatians.57
This “new perspective” on Paul has not gone unchallenged. Simon J. Gathercole has
provided one of the more balanced critiques.58 He argues that Sanders’ portrait of Judaism as a
religion of grace and responsive obedience (“getting in” and “staying in” the covenant) is
inadequate.59 Gathercole’s survey of the literature reveals a consistent concern for final
vindication according to works in second-Temple Judaism.60 The Jewish boast before God
included both possession of the law and obedience to the law. Therefore, “it is not sufficient to
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say that the Jewish dialogue partner is criticized for overconfidence merely in national privilege:
the confidence of the Jewish people in the covenant also presupposed an assurance of their own
obedience to that covenant.”61 Similarly, when Paul mentions “works of the law,” he “refers to
the obedience to Torah in general that Israel has not accomplished.”62 In early passages of the
book of Romans (e.g., 2:1–5, 21–24), Paul is addressing those who presume to boast in their
obedience to the law, not merely those who claim a national or ethnic advantage.63
Gathercole does not, however, naively present Paul as a defender of God’s grace in
opposition to the Jewish religion of works. Instead, Gathercole shows that Paul himself agrees
with second-Temple Judaism regarding the necessity of obedience. Paul’s main difference from
this Jewish perspective (which Gathercole sees as a substantial one) is in insisting on the
necessity of divine help to bring about this obedience.64 It is not, then, the structure of initial
grace followed by obedient works to which Paul objects.65 Rather, while accepting this structure,
he assumes that true obedience is only possible within the sphere of divine grace by the leading
and empowerment of the Spirit.66
Stephen Westerholm takes a similar approach in defending the “Lutheran” Paul. He
argues that the “operative principle of the law, for Paul, was its demand for works; a principle
that merely made explicit God’s requirement of all human beings to do what is good and right.”67
Westerholm acknowledges that Gentile inclusion apart from Jewish practices provided the
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exigence for the formulation of Paul’s teaching on justification.68 But he denies that the “works”
which Paul contrasts with faith can be limited to Jewish badges of national identity.69 Ultimately,
the anthropological issue is primary in Paul’s letters. It is the fact that human beings do not do
what God commands them to do that drives Paul’s teaching, not a concern to avoid
ethnocentrism.70
We have then, generally speaking, three perspectives to consider as we move through the
Pauline texts: “works of the law” as the Jewish equivalent for “good works” or “works of human
effort” (traditional Lutheran view); “works of the law” as a shorthand expression for all that the
law requires, including but not limited to social boundary-markers (modified Lutheran view);
and “works of the law” as a shorthand expression for the requirements of the Mosaic law, with
special emphasis on boundary marking deeds (new perspective).71 The significant question that
confronts this present study is: How does Paul’s inclusion of “good works” in his ethics relate to
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his exclusion of “works of the law” from his doctrine of justification? Stated differently, how can
Paul be so positive about doing “the good” and so negative about doing “works of the law”?72
It will be helpful to remember that both the “old” and “new” perspectives on Paul
recognize that Paul expects obedience or “good works” from Christians.73 They differ
concerning the relationship of “good works” to “works of the law” and on the precise role these
works play in final judgment. The traditional Lutheran view, by merging the two concepts,
indicates that Paul argues both for and against “good works.” He both assails them (e.g., in Rom
3:20) and demands them (e.g., in Gal 6:6–10). The modified Lutheran view still struggles to
avoid this difficulty since, on this view, the phrase “works of the law” includes “good works.”
The new perspective circumvents this dilemma by finding a qualitative difference between
“works of the law” and “good works.” If “works of the law” are Jewish boundary markers (e.g.,
circumcision) then there is no contradiction in denigrating them while commanding “good
works” (i.e., morally upright behavior). The works in each case are of distinctly different kinds.
The “old” and “new” perspectives also tend to differ on the function of “works” in
relation to final judgment. Although neither camp wishes to make salvation depend upon human
merit, at least some traditional thinkers hold that “covenantal nomism” (“staying in” the
covenant by works) is a form of legalism.74 To distance Paul from this charge, the “old”
perspective75 argues that “good works” in Paul’s theology must be viewed as evidence of
salvation, not conditions for receiving it (or, not as conditions for staying in the covenant).76 The
“new” perspective, by contrast, is open to a degree of contingency in final vindication wherein
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works really do matter.77 Dunn states pointedly, “Paul’s theology of justification by faith alone
has to be qualified as final justification by faith and by works accomplished by the believer in
the power of the Spirit.”78 While Dunn agrees with the “old” perspective in positioning Paul
against “Pelagianism,” he refuses to accept that “covenantal nomism” (as he finds it in both
Judaism and Paul) counts as such heresy.79 Thus, Dunn believes that a more generous appraisal
of second-Temple Judaism allows a more serious consideration of the role that obedience and
“good works” play in Paul’s thinking.80
1.3 Central Issues in Pauline Ethics
Since this present study is fundamentally an exploration of Pauline ethics (through the
lens of “the good” or “good works”), it will be helpful to survey some of the major issues
currently under discussion in that field. Three broad issues are in focus here: the relationship of
indicatives and imperatives, the nature of love and law, and social dimensions of Paul’s ethics.
Victor Furnish’s milestone work identified the indicative-imperative relationship as “the crucial
problem in interpreting the Pauline ethic.”81 It should be noted, for the sake of clarity, that the
problem is not determining whether an indicative-imperative interplay is present in Paul. Some
sort of relationship between indicatives and imperatives would seem to be presumed in any
ethical discussion since it is impossible to arrive at moral obligations (imperatives) aside from
actual facts (indicatives). The problem confronting interpreters of Paul concerns the relationship
of theological indicatives to ethical imperatives. It was one of the lasting achievements of
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Furnish’s work to establish that an essential relationship exists between Paul’s theology and his
ethics.82 The question then becomes, Which theological convictions are crucial for Paul’s ethical
reasoning?83
Bultmann, who made the indicative-imperative relationship a central concern for Pauline
scholarship, argued that the moral imperative is paradoxically grounded in the indicative of
justification theology.84 Wishing to deny any actual, empirical change in the believer, Bultmann
suggested that the “righteousness” which Paul demands “is neither something perceptible in man
nor something he can experience in the sense of mysticism. Therefore it can only be believed.” 85
The imperative is neither new in content nor discernible in activity.86 The decisive indicative
(God’s justification of the ungodly) allows the believer to form “the new intention of obedience
to God,” but it produces no external moral change.87
While Furnish follows Bultmann in connecting the Pauline imperative to his doctrine of
justification, he has a broadened, eschatologically-informed perspective on this doctrine. Thus,
“the Pauline doctrine of justification refers not only to a formal declaration about the believer,
but also presumes an actual change in his standing and therefore in his life. To be rightwised
means to be claimed and encountered by the power and love of God which reconciles and makes
new.”88 Since justification is an eschatological, apocalyptic doctrine integrally tied to the nature
of the covenant God, it remains at the center of Paul’s theology.89 While it is not fundamentally a
moral doctrine, it does have moral implications.90
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Other interpreters continue to see eschatology as one of the central theological
convictions guiding Paul’s ethics. For example, Richard Hays identifies “new creation” as one of
three “focal images” through which the NT (including Paul’s letters) may be understood91 while
Wolfgang Schrage recognizes eschatology as one of four foundations of Pauline ethics.92 The
importance of eschatology to Paul Sampley’s significant work is obvious in the title, Walking
Between the Times93 and Allen Verhey concludes that it is this living “between the times” (in the
overlap of the old and new ages) that makes the close connection between the indicative and the
imperative possible.94 It is important to note that for these thinkers it is not primarily imminent
expectation that makes sense of Paul’s ethics.95 Rather, it is an understanding of the “ages” and
of God’s apocalyptic activity that has brought the future world into contact with the present.96 In
light of this reality, Paul invites believers to live in a cosmic drama wherein “new creation” has
already begun and God’s redemptive purposes guide ethical actions.97
Perhaps the only theological doctrine more important to Paul’s ethics than eschatology is
his Christology. Richard Burridge, while noting the importance of eschatology to Paul’s ethics, 98
emphasizes that Christology is the central theological category governing Paul’s ethics.99 But the
distinction is not a rigid one since “Paul’s Christology is set in an inevitably eschatological
framework.”100 Schrage makes the same connection stating that the “starting point and basis for
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Paul’s ethics is the saving eschatological event of Jesus’ death and resurrection, in which God
acted, eschatologically and finally, to save the world.”101 He goes on to note that the other
foundations of Paul’s ethics are actually subdivisions beneath the heading of Christology.102 For
example, when discussing the “sacramental basis” of Paul’s ethics, Schrage says, “a sacrament is
nothing other than the present reality of the Christ-event.”103 Or when addressing the
“pneumatologic-charismatic basis,” he notes that the Spirit communicates, “the vital presence of
Christ himself (2 Cor. 3:17).”104 In addition to all of this, the love shown by Christ is the
“guiding principle” by which Paul’s ethics are shaped.105 Thus, Christology provides the
foundation, the power, and the principle of Pauline ethics.
As expressed above, Paul’s Christology and eschatology are inseparable from his
pneumatology. The “new life” given to believers in the new age is life in the Spirit.106 Against a
more mystical or even emotional approach, Schrage highlights the essentially ethical nature of
Paul’s pneumatology in which the Spirit provides “not only a new motivation but a new
orientation.”107 Hays helpfully combines Paul’s teaching on the Spirit with his teaching on
“union with Christ” (in baptism) and “transfer of lordship/allegiance” to suggest a
transformational and participatory grounding for Paul’s imperatives.108 The Spirit, then, is an
extension of the Christological, eschatological indicative.
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Folker Blischke also makes the connection between Christ and Spirit, noting the “ethical
redefinition” that takes place for believers: “Grundlage der paulinischen Ethik als Lebensführung
ist die von Gott eröffnete dynamische Beziehung zwischen Christus Mensch, deren Bestandteil
die ethische Neubestimmung des Christen ist. Wer ἐν Χριστῷ ist, wird von Christus und dem
Geist bestimmt und handelt neu.”109 Thus, at the center of Paul’s ethics is an understanding of
God’s work through Christ and the Spirit.
In summary, Paul’s primary theological indicative is not “justification by faith,” unless
this doctrine is broadened beyond Bultmann’s perspective to include participatory dimensions
within it (as Furnish seems to argue).110 But the connection that Bultmann established between
theology and ethics remains central. The Pauline imperatives are clearly derived from the Pauline
indicatives. More specifically, Paul’s moral imperatives are the logical outworking of God’s
decisive action in Christ to inaugurate the coming age and to allow believers to participate in the
realities of this age through the power of the Spirit.
If Christology, eschatology, and pneumatology are the central theological indicatives
guiding Paul’s ethics, love is the most commonly-recognized imperative. Schrage suggests that
“there is common agreement that love is the general tenor of New Testament ethics as well as the
center and quintessence of all the individual admonitions….”111 It is “not only the heart and core
but also the fundamental criterion of Pauline ethics.”112 Schrage is eager to argue, however, that
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love does not invalidate other commandments so as to become a free-floating, stand-alone
measurement.113 Love has a preeminent place among the commandments and is needed to
navigate the varieties of life situations, but it is not meant to function in isolation.114
The centrality of love for Pauline ethics leads naturally into another interpretive
battleground: What is the role of the law in Paul’s ethics?115 The difficulty arises from the fact
that Paul claims that believers are both “free” from the law (Gal 5:1) and also that, by love, they
“fulfill” the law (Gal 5:14; Rom 13:10).116 Most interpreters now seek a solution to this dilemma
by arguing for the continuing relevance of the law in Paul’s ethics but only as it is “reconfigured
around Christology, centred in the love-command, and in some crucial respects no longer
obligatory.”117 The “law of Christ” (Gal 6:2) is, therefore, the Mosaic law, “as it is redefined and
refocused through Christ.”118 Believers fulfill its demand, not by casuistic observance, but by
Spirit-empowered love.119
We will have occasion in our study to explore the relationship between Paul’s ideas of
love and “doing the good.” As noted at the outset, most interpreters conflate the two themes. The
question becomes especially crucial when interpreters attempt to uncover Paul’s teaching about
“outsiders.” David Horrell, who is eager to show Paul’s concern for outsiders, accepts the
equation of love with “doing the good,” at least in reference to 1 Thess 3:11–13.120 Troels
Engberg-Pedersen comes to the opposite conclusion, arguing that Paul uses this terminology
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(“doing the good”) explicitly because he distinguishes it from the command to love.121 It will be
one of the tasks of this study to bring clarity to this puzzle concerning the relationship between
love and “doing the good” in Paul’s ethics.
Another field of inquiry that holds relevance for Pauline ethics is that of social historical
and social scientific investigation.122 Here, a variety of questions about ancient social institutions
and social patterns come to the fore.123 Wayne Meeks’ landmark work dealt with such issues as
realities of urban life for Pauline communities, the social level of those in the Pauline
communities, the church in comparison with other urban communities, relationships of power
and authority in the church, the social role of rituals in the church and related topics.124 By
drawing attention to the daily social realities faced by early Christians, scholars have gained new
insight into Paul’s ethics.125
One of the places where the recent social interest is especially relevant to this study
concerns the status and treatment of the poor both within and outside the Pauline community.
Bruce W. Longenecker has built on Meeks’ work to establish a detailed “socio-economic
profiling” of the early Christian communities.126 He argues that the early church contained a
“significant number of destitute members” and that such destitute people were drawn to the
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church because of the financial support it offered them.127 As we noted above, Bruce Winter has
already connected Paul’s concern for “doing the good” with patronage or benefaction. If it is
correct to identify a financial concern with this terminology (as I will argue it is in subsequent
chapters), then the sociological analysis of Longenecker and Winter could provide valuable
confirmation of this interpretation and further illumination of Paul’s meaning.
Horrell’s influential treatment of Paul’s ethics stands in line with these sociological
studies but seeks to go beyond them (and almost all others) by engaging contemporary ethical
theory and moving from there into the realm of modern politics and public morality. 128 He notes
that in this regard he differs substantially from Hays (and others) who focus on the Christian
community as the primary context of Paul’s ethics.129 Horrell’s desire to make Paul’s ethics
relevant outside the Christian community proves fruitful for discussion of “the good.” In fact, the
contemporary ethical debate with which he engages at the outset (that between “liberals” and
“communitarians”) revolves to a large degree around conceptions of “the good.” Liberals seek to
identify a public morality based on shared rationality that allows individuals to freely pursue
their own versions of “the good.”130 Communitarians, on the other hand, believe that “the good”
is socially or communally located131 and that ethics is aimed at the formation of good character,
not primarily at making just decisions.132
Paul’s command for believers to “do the good to all” becomes central to Horrell’s attempt
to make Paul relevant to this contemporary discussion.133 Although Paul could be viewed as
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strongly “communitarian” in some senses,134 he assumes that believers and unbelievers share to a
large extent an understanding of “the good.”135 Not only are unbelievers able to identify what is
“good,” they should be able to identify Christian acts as “good.”136 This shared understanding
corresponds to the “liberal” view that human beings can base ethics on a common rationality.137
Thus, “Paul reflects the conviction that human consciousness and rationality are sufficiently
universal and competent to affirm universal moral standards.”138
This survey of major issues in Pauline ethics has been necessarily selective. Some of the
important issues regarding context and background will be advanced in the next chapter. But a
number of others could be discussed here. In terms of the grounding of Paul’s ethic, we could
explore how the teachings of Jesus impact Paul’s ethics or how he brings the OT to bear on his
ethical teachings. On the other end of the spectrum, we could say more about how Paul’s ethic is
to be applied to the church in its contemporary context. The issues we have discussed, however,
are enough to prepare us for a thorough engagement with the subject matter and, hopefully, for
an appreciation of its contribution to the broader field of Pauline ethics.
1.4 Method and Approach
This study is primarily an exegetical examination of “the good” as it appears in the
undisputed Pauline epistles and 2 Thessalonians.139 Both ἀγαθός and καλός will be under
consideration (since these terms overlap in meaning) as well as the rare cognate of ἀγαθός,
ἀγαθωσύνη and the hapax, καλοποιέω. This project, however, will not be a mere word study but
will examine the entire book context as well as the local section and paragraph contexts where
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each reference occurs. I will employ literary, rhetorical, sociological, historical, grammatical and
syntactical insights where such are relevant and illuminating. The breadth of this project
demands that I utilize a more eclectic approach so as to engage each context in the best possible
way. The study will be inductive and synthetic, analyzing the data in each Pauline epistle and
bringing the data into conversation with the other epistles under examination.
Given that this study encompasses over fifty references to “the good,” it will not be
possible to give equal treatment to every reference. It is, therefore, necessary to be selective in
terms of the emphasis given to particular passages. Those passages that carry clear ethical
significance, those that play a significant role in the argument of a letter, those that contribute to
a better understanding of the overall issue and those that require more space for clarity of
explanation will receive priority. A number of passages, where the meaning of “the good” is
obvious and/or relatively insignificant for Paul’s ethics, will receive only brief mention.
Since this is a relatively unexplored dimension of Paul's teaching, new exegetical
questions will need to be asked. Questions of content will be of first order: What do these terms
mean when Paul uses them? Are these primarily moral terms? Or do they have social, civic or
political connotations? Does Paul assume a shared understanding of these terms with his
audience? Or does he inform them of the terms’ specifically “Christian” content? These
questions will, among other things, bring us back to the question we encountered earlier
concerning the relationship between “doing the good” and Paul’s teaching on “love.”
Second, why do these terms appear where they do in the Pauline texts and what does their
placements tell us about their meaning? We will notice that in multiple letters, Paul refers to “the
good” in pivotal and climactic ethical junctures (e.g., Rom 12:2). The frequency with which this
phenomenon occurs indicates that this terminology is not randomly chosen. Such intentional,
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consistent usage has implications not only for understanding the meaning of particular passages
but also for the contribution of this term to Paul’s overall ethical thinking.
Third, we will consider questions regarding the various motivations, reasons,
foundations, means and aims that Paul offers for doing “the good.” In other words, why, how and
to what end does Paul instruct believers to do “the good”? It will be fruitful to compare these
answers with those given in second-Temple Jewish literature and Hellenistic philosophical
literature (and perhaps with others) to see what is unique to Paul and what he holds in common
with the best thinking of his time. Furthermore, these questions will help us to bring Paul’s
teaching on “the good” into the larger conversation on Pauline ethics where such issues (e.g.,
motivations, foundations, etc.) are critical to a full understanding of Paul’s ethical reasoning.
At this point, I should clarify the role that background research will play in this analysis.
This study is primarily an exegetical one, not a comparative one. Nevertheless, proper exegesis
must always consider relevant backgrounds when possible to do so. In this case, background
consideration is a particular challenge since the potential backgrounds for this terminology are so
diverse and its presence in Jewish and (especially) Greco-Roman literature is so pervasive.140 It
would simply be impossible to dissect all of the relevant literature and discern which particular
tradition is coming through in each given context. Instead of engaging in such an overwhelming
project, I have devoted one introductory chapter to an overview of these potential backgrounds.
This broad overview provides various categories into which the Pauline usages may fit and, thus,
offers a degree of guidance for the exegetical examination of particular passages. But it is
exegesis that remains central to this research, with backgrounds serving as one important
consideration in the exegetical process.
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My decision to include only the undisputed Pauline epistles and 2 Thessalonians does not
reflect a concern about the authenticity of the disputed letters. I accept that all of these
documents were either written by Paul or under his guidance.141 Rather, space and time
constraints have made their inclusion impossible in this study. Since most major ethical studies
continue to focus on the seven undisputed Pauline epistles, it is reasonable to delimit this study
in a similar way.142 I have allowed space, however, for an analysis of 2 Thessalonians. As a
companion to 1 Thessalonians, likely written in close proximity to this first letter, 2
Thessalonians may provide illumination to Paul’s early thinking about the subject matter that the
later disputed epistles do not. Furthermore, there is no scholarly consensus indicating that 2
Thessalonians is inauthentic.143 Of the disputed epistles, 2 Thessalonians is one of the least
disputed, if not the very least disptuted.144 Since I see no compelling reason to assume that 2
Thessalonians is inauthentic, and since it is more directly related to the undisputed epistles than
other disputed Pauline epistles, it makes sense to include it in this study.
1.5 Overview and Organization
Since this is an exegetical study, it proceeds in a straightforward manner. We will begin
in Chapter 2 with a survey and evaluation of relevant background materials––Jewish (OT and
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second-Temple), Greco-Roman philosophical, and Social civic––to provide a broad foundation
for understanding “the good” as first-century Gentiles and Jews likely did. With this foundation
in place, we will turn to analyze the Pauline discourses in a broadly chronological order.145
Chapters 3 and 4 address Paul’s earliest epistles respectively: Galatians and 1–2
Thessalonians. Although both 1 and 2 Corinthians are examined in Chapter 5, 2 Corinthians
occupies most of the space since the relevant passages in 1 Corinthians carry less ethical
significance. The entirety of Chapter 6 is devoted to Romans to make room for the many
occurrences of “the good” in this letter. Finally, Chapter 7 examines the two undisputed “prison
epistles”: Philippians and Philemon.
A final chapter will be included to synthesize the findings of this study and to make
suggestions for further research. Here, I will first highlight the major thematic conclusions that
have emerged from the exegesis of Paul’s epistles. Then, I will explore the implications that
these conclusions might have for the broader field of Pauline ethics. We will consider whether
this study has implications for the “love-law” discussion, whether it contributes to an
understanding of a Pauline social-ethic (or a more general concern for the poor) and whether it
brings sharper clarity to the relationship between the indicative and imperative. Thus, the overall
value of this study should be especially evident in this concluding chapter.
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Chapter 2—Background and Lexical Analysis
2.0 Introduction
Determining the most relevant, operative background in any particular NT study is
sometimes a challenging endeavor. This challenge is only increased when dealing with concepts
like “good” and “evil,” which are as old as ethics itself.146 Paul, an informed Pharisaic Jew,
would certainly be aware that this terminology has a background in the OT (e.g., Deut 6:18;
30:15; Prov 11:27; 15:3). But as a highly educated Roman citizen, brought up in the Greek city
of Tarsus, Paul would have been aware of this terminology’s central place in Greco-Roman
philosophy.147 Furthermore, Paul was writing to primarily Gentile audiences who would have
known the rich history this terminology carried in the philosophical tradition. Beyond this
philosophical usage, first-century Romans would have seen multiple inscriptions using this
terminology to honor “benefactors” who contributed to the “welfare of the city.”148
Fortunately, it is not necessary to choose between one of these backgrounds in every
instance where Paul uses the terminology. As Victor Furnish noted a number of years ago:
A one-sided decision about Paul's background, whether in favor of his Jewish (e.g.
Enslin) or Greek (e.g. Andrews) heritage, is bound to result in a one-sided interpretation
of his ethic. This ethic can be brought into sharper focus when it is acknowledged that
Paul was a Jew of the Diaspora—of the Hellenistic world.149
Thus, while we study background to identify illuminating points of reference for comparison and
contrast, we must avoid a careless short-circuiting of the exegetical process in which supposed
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“parallels” are given too much explanatory power. It is Pauline foregrounds that will remain
decisive for our exegesis, even as backgrounds contribute to a fuller understanding.
2.1 Term or Concept?
Louw and Nida list eleven terms within the semantic domain “goodness.” However, only
one of these terms which are outside the focus of this study, χρηστότης, occupies significant
Pauline space at ten occurrences with its cognate χρηστός occurring three times.150 While
χρηστότης is relevant to Paul’s understanding of “the good,” and in a longer study might merit
consideration, it does not occupy nearly as much space in Paul’s letters as either ἀγαθός or
καλός. Not only does the ἀγαθός/καλός word group account for the preponderance of Paul’s
usage, but as we will see below, these two terms also have a rich, interlocking history in both
Jewish and Greek ethical thought. Therefore, it is appropriate that we analyze the concept of “the
good” (and the theme of “good works”) in Paul through the lens of these two terms.
In our examination, it will be important not to engage in what James Barr called the
“illegitimate totality transfer”—the tendency to download all of a term’s conceptual significance
into any particular text where the term appears.151 In a NT word study, caution is especially
necessary to resist the inclination to overwhelm lexicography with theology. For example, John’s
concept of “love” (including the selfless love of God) is not the meaning of ἀγάπη.152 Paul’s use
of χάρις to refer to “God’s eschatological deed” does not indicate that χάρις should now be
defined as “God’s eschatological deed.”153 By the same token, the concept of “goodness” as it
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appears in a variety of places in the extant literature cannot be transferred uncritically into any
NT context. If, for example, ἀγαθός is found to refer to “God’s overflowing generosity” in some
sections of Scripture, it does not follow that this understanding must somehow be present
whenever the term appears in Paul (or elsewhere). Theological concepts must not be confused
with semantical senses.
2.2 Lexical and Semantical Orientation
The lexical evidence reveals a large degree of overlap between ἀγαθός and καλός and
some degree of confusion regarding their distinctions.154 While acknowledging the terms’
overlapping semantic ranges, virtually everyone recognizes that distinctions exist in certain
contexts. Moisés Silva, however, believes that too much weight has been given to these
distinctions and not enough weight has been placed on their interchangeability.155 Although he
recognizes that it is possible to draw distinctions between the terms, Silva cautions that the
distinctions “are muffled, and even completely neutralized, in numerous contexts. The choice of
one term over another often results from other semantic considerations, such as personal (or
group) preferences, the desire to avoid repetition of a term, subtle syntactical factors, perhaps
even the rhythm of the sentence.”156
Silva’s warning must be taken seriously. We should be cautious of overzealously
applying distinctive “definitions” to particular passages. The choice of ἀγαθός instead of καλός
(or vice-versa) will sometimes have no discernible impact on the meaning of Paul’s statements.
Nevertheless, we should also be careful not to eagerly dismiss the distinctive senses of these
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terms that might prove illuminating to certain passages. In spite of the significant semantic
overlap of these terms, meaningful differences between them sometimes rise to the surface. We
must be aware of these differences as we allow each Pauline context to speak for itself.
A brief excursus into semantic theory will bring more clarity to this issue of overlap and
distinction. Most lexicographers in recent history have operated with what is called a polysemic
bias.157 That is, they assume that each lexeme has no basic or core meaning. Instead, the lexeme,
which might theoretically attach to any referent, receives its direction from its communicative
context (e.g., literary context).158 “Words” have no inherent meaning, only potential to be
attached to various referents.159 So any given entry in a particular lexicon will contain multiple
“definitions” or “glosses” with no particular logic connecting the various senses.160 For example,
BDAG provides two very broad definitions for ἀγαθός and further specifies these two
“meanings” with sub-headings.161 It is simply assumed that ἀγαθός has more than one definition
or meaning.
Recently, linguistic studies have pointed to monosemy as an intriguing alternative to this
polysemic approach. According to monosemy, lexemes have a “univocal meaning which will
inevitably be modified in context by a process of inferential enrichment of the encoded lexical
meaning.”162 Stated differently, lexemes have a “residual meaning or abstracted semantic value”
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that is “consistent across all occurrences.”163 In this approach, one may begin by identifying a
central, minimal meaning for a given term that is further expanded or constrained by contextual
factors.164 A monosemic theory need not indicate that polysemy is impossible, only that it is not
the first option for understanding terms.165 Polysemy might be admitted once monosemy has
demonstrably failed to provide something like a “point of reference” 166 for the various extended
senses of a term.
It may not be ultimately important to choose between strict monosemy and polysemy,
since the perspectives seem to converge at some crucial points.167 For example, while strongly
resisting a monosemic approach, J. P. Louw recognizes a “general” or “unmarked” meaning for
lexemes that would be the sense “readily applied in a minimum context.”168 It would not be a
huge leap from Louw’s “general” meaning to a univocal monoseme. Similarly, Max Turner
identifies the sense of a term as “the (usually minimal) linguistic bundle of meaning regarded as
linguistically necessary to, or conventionally strongly associated with, a word.”169 But it is
unclear how a meaning can be “linguistically necessary” to a word on a polysemic semantic
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theory wherein words receive discrete senses according to their various contexts.170 Despite his
preference for polysemy, Turner’s understanding seems to be quite close to monosemy.
Whether one adopts monosemy or a qualified polysemy, the relevance for this study is
the same: A core meaning serves as a “point of reference” to be further specified by contextual
considerations. Allowing that ἀγαθός and καλός have some kind of core meaning does not
eliminate all ambiguity nor does it prove that such a meaning must be on the surface in every
text.171 It does, however, create a degree of expectation that, when these terms appear, they are
likely expressing this core meaning in some way. In other words, we are justified in looking for
contextual connections which might explain how this stable baseline of meaning is being
adjusted in each particular text rather than merely selecting one of the discrete definitions given
by the lexicons. As Benjamin J. Lappenga states, “the aim is to avoid partitioning a word into
multiple senses so that interpreters do not miss the way a concept or term is shaped in a given
text.”172 The discussion below, as well as the Pauline materials in subsequent chapters, will
illustrate the value of this perspective.
2.3 Lexical Survey173
In light of present considerations, some lexical materials need upgrading. For example,
for both ἀγαθός and καλός, Louw and Nida list “good (moral)” and “good (value)” as their first
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two potential semantic domains, respectively.174 That is, both terms may be used to reflect basic
morality (e.g., “a good person”) or high quality (e.g., “the good land”). When speaking of
morality more specifically, Louw and Nida clarify that ἀγαθός refers to “moral qualities of the
most general nature”175 while καλός refers to a “positive moral quality, with the implication of
being favorably valued.”176 These qualifications are not helpful in marking distinctions since
both terms may be used in a “general” way and both terms can have “the implication of being
favorably valued.”177 But beyond this issue, Louw and Nida do not show appropriate sensitivity
to the stable, consistent, monosemic meaning of these terms.
In order to bring more clarity, it is helpful to consider the fundamental sense of the term
“good” as it is used in both English and Greek. Philosopher Kevin Kinghorn has noted that at the
most basic level “good” is a term of “general commendation.”178 However, Kinghorn argues that
if we press further to ask why we commend something as “good,” we discover that it is because
what is “good” promotes the “flourishing” of someone in some way.179 As he tries to identify “a
general meaning of good that would apply in all contexts,”180 Kinghorn argues that if something
is “good,” it by definition “[answers] to someone’s interests.”181 Our concern at this point is not
with the details of Kinghorn’s philosophical case but rather with his basic semantic observation:
The fundamental sense of advantage is inseparable from the term “good.”
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The semantic core of ἀγαθός, which Kinghorn calls the “ancestor” of our term “good,” is
also directly tied to benefit or advantage.182 Ἀγαθός is used of persons specifically to describe
those who have an “interest in the welfare of others.”183 God’s goodness (ἀγαθός) highlights his
“beneficence” in both Greek and Jewish tradition.184 Human beings, like God, are ἀγαθός when
they are “kind” or “generous.”185 When used substantivally of non-persons, the plural ἀγαθά can
refer to “possessions” or “treasures”186 while the singular may denote “that which is beneficial or
helpful.”187 Cremer summarizes the thought process linking ἀγαθός with benefit: “What in itself
is good is good also for some person, to some purpose, heightens and promotes wellbeing
beyond itself.”188
Given its connection to material possessions and to personal generosity, it is quite natural
that ἀγαθός could be used as a specific label for benefactions.189 In fact, basic social or civic
responsibility seems to have been a fundamental part of the term’s moral significance.190 Civic
responsibility demanded that the “good person” share his “good things” with or “work the good”
for the broader society. We will discuss this civic background in more depth below since, as we
will discover, it has special relevance for specific Pauline texts.
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The connection with benefit (or what contributes to “wellbeing”) also helps to explain
how ἀγαθός moves into the realm of general moral goodness. Cremer’s words are again
illuminating:
This transference of the word to the sphere of morals, which first took place among the
Greeks in the Attic writers … but was undoubtedly more primary in Hebrew, can hardly
be called, in the strict sense, a transference; because the good in a moral sense has again
such an influence upon wellbeing, that by this use of the word rather the necessary,
though not actual, unity of moral and material good is authenticated.191
But, according to Cremer, ἀγαθός typically points beyond mere “rightness” (δίκαιος) to an
overflowing good will. Whereas a “righteous” person is concerned with what he “ought” to do, a
“good” person “proves his moral quality by promoting the wellbeing of him with whom he has to
do….”192
Cremer’s conclusions in this regard may be influenced by the fact that the LXX
consistently uses ἀγαθός to describe God’s goodness.193 While ἀγαθός can have a religious sense
in both Greek and Jewish tradition, Jewish thinking differentiates itself by refusing to equate
God with “the good.”194 God is “good” but he is not “the good.”195 He remains a personal
standard of goodness rather than being something akin to Plato’s highest “form.”196 Since God’s
goodness is pointedly displayed in blessing or in acting for the wellbeing of human beings and
other creatures,197 it is reasonable to conclude that human goodness (at least from a Jewish
perspective) should reflect this same concern.
The term καλός similarly indicates what is commendable and advantageous; however, it
calls attention to this advantage in a particular way—by making an impression on those who
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observe it. In other words, καλός refers to what is “beautiful.”198 In a recent dissertation
examining Plato’s usage of καλός, Nicholas Riegel concludes that the idea of beauty is almost
always implied by this term both in Plato and in sources prior to Plato. Riegel notes that the
various glosses such as “good,” “noble,” and “fine” leave the impression that καλός might
simply be a “general term of approbation.”199 But a closer analysis indicates that “the Greeks
actually meant something definite when they said this or that was καλόν.”200 Riegel argues that
most of the cases where καλός is translated by something other than beauty are anachronistic
impositions of modern thinking into ancient Greek texts.201 Even when καλός is associated with
moral virtue or usefulness, the idea of beauty should not necessarily be eliminated from
translation since something might be labelled “beautiful” “precisely because it is useful or
morally good.”202
At least up until the time of Plato, then, it is reasonable to think that “beautiful” is the
monosemic meaning of καλός. Of course, Plato’s writings are much too early to be taken as a
standard of comparison for Paul’s. Here I am only interested in the semantical conclusion that
sometimes, contrary to appearances (at least to later readers), καλός carries a core meaning of
“beautiful.” The fact that this happens in Plato should cause us to consider whether or not it
happens in the NT. It is at least possible that καλός meant “something definite” for Jews and
Greeks in NT times just as it did for Greek audiences of Plato’s time.
Lexical evidence indicates that the single most obvious and consistent distinction
between ἀγαθός and καλός is that καλός suggests beauty or external impression in a way that
This meaning stems from what is perhaps the most basic sense of καλός as that which is “organically
healthy” or “in order” (see Walter Grundmann, “καλός,” TDNT 3:536–50 at 536–37).
199
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ἀγαθός does not.203 Καλός is not only morally “good” or practically useful; it is “goodness as it
appears to, and is realized by, others….”204 Or, as Cremer puts it, καλός “reflects the satisfactory,
agreeable impression made by what is good as it manifests itself.”205 In Plato, καλός was thought
to be the form which ἀγαθός takes in the world.206 When this form appears in the moral realm, it
“is not merely what is morally good and right, but also what recommends itself by outward
appearance.”207 Καλός is an “aesthetic designation of what is morally good.”208 Although this
designation ran the risk of becoming too externally confined (especially when combined with
ἀγαθός to refer to the ideal, cultured citizen), it was not a mere external expression.209 Rather,
καλός denotes an inward goodness that expresses itself in an external, visible way.210
In view of this external emphasis, the translation “noble” or “praiseworthy” may often be
appropriate, capturing the concept of moral goodness but with an eye towards its recognition by
others in society.211 Erich Beyreuther suggests that the LXX uses καλός to signify that which is
pleasing to the Lord over against the more basic moral sense of ἀγαθός.212 Whether or not this
distinction holds, it is safe to conclude that when it is possible to specify the meaning of καλός
beyond a general moral or qualitative usage, the term regularly indicates a positive external
impression being made by the “good” thing.
To summarize, both ἀγαθός and καλός are significant ethical terms in both Jewish and
Greek thought. Although both terms, as conveyors of “general commendation,” recommend an
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entity as beneficial/advantageous, καλός calls to mind the visible, affective dimension of this
advantage in a way that ἀγαθός does not. And while both terms can be used in both moral and
non-moral expressions, it is not clear that in either context the idea of advantage in the case of
ἀγαθός or beauty in the case of καλός can be entirely eliminated. The context of each Pauline
passage will be decisive in determining the extent to which each of these core meanings is rising
to the surface. In the remainder of this chapter, we will look more closely at Jewish and GrecoRoman (GR) materials to gain more clarity on the terms’ historical function.
2.4 “The Good” in Jewish Thought
Since the purpose of this section is to provide an overview of “the good” in Jewish
thought prior to and contemporaneous with the NT, the discussion must necessarily be broad.213
Although my focus is on the Greek (LXX) terms here, we benefit by briefly addressing the
corresponding Hebrew terms. The “obvious choice” for discussing “the good” is טֹוב, which is
translated in the LXX by both ἀγαθός and καλός.214 The goodness expressed by  טֹובis both moral
and beneficial.215 Shubert Spero explains that when the OT refers to God as “good,” it “means
that God acts in ways that are beneficial to others.”216 It is not surprising, then, that the “way of
good” that God commands is directly related to the “way of life” (cf. Deut 30:15).217 Therefore,
choosing the moral “good” is inseparable from choosing well-being.218 Wisdom literature
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reflects a similar understanding when it recommends the way of wisdom as the way of true
advantage (e.g., Prov 2:1–22).219 Along the same lines, the ancient (and debated) emphasis on
the “knowledge of good and evil,” likely involves people’s ability to distinguish between what is
helpful or harmful and choose accordingly.220
Spero further adds that when the OT calls God “good,” it indicates that “the moral
qualities of justice, righteousness, mercy, and kindness are, in some sense, resident aspects of
God’s personality.”221 Human beings are expected to reflect these qualities in their own lives (cf.
Mic 6:8).222 Indeed, it may be said that seeking God and seeking “good” are “nearly identical
concepts.”223 God’s qualities, which are for the ultimate benefit of his people, are to become the
qualities by which his people relate to one another.
It should be noted that  טֹובcan also refer to what is pleasant or beautiful (cf. Gen 6:2).224
As a legal-covenantal term,  טֹובis sometimes associated with “pleasing” God (cf. Eccl 2:26).225
Therefore, it is quite possible that καλός retains its external emphasis when translating  טֹובin
ethical contexts.226 We would need to examine individual contexts to see whether such a
meaning emerges in each case.
2.5 Ἀγαθός: “Good” Things and “Good” People—Material Prosperity and Generosity
One of the first things that emerges when one looks at the LXX is that ἀγαθός is often
used with reference to material possessions or gifts.227 When Abraham sends his servant to seek
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a spouse for Isaac, he sends him with ten camels and “all the good things [τῶν ἀγαθῶν] of his
master” (Gen 24:10). Likewise, Pharaoh promises Joseph that his family will partake of “all the
good things [τῶν ἀγαθῶν] of Egypt” (Gen 45:18). When the Israelites are preparing for life in
Canaan, God promises to respond to their obedience with “good things” (ἀγαθά) which include
children and grandchildren, crops, and livestock (Deut 28:11).228 Furthermore, the Lord will
open his “good treasure [τὸν θησαυρὸν αὐτοῦ τὸν ἀγαθόν], the heaven to give rain….” (Deut
28:12a). This will make it possible for the Israelites to “lend money to many nations, but not
borrow….” (Deut 28:12b). Examples like these from the LXX could be multiplied ad
infinitum.229
Given this consistent material usage, it is only natural that ἀγαθός came into contact with
the Jewish teaching about generosity and care for the poor. When Mary exclaims that God has
“filled the hungry with good things [ἀγαθῶν]” (Lk 1:53), she is drawing on a tradition wherein
“good” material gifts are given to the poor and needy.230 Indeed, Mary’s statement is paralleled
by Ps 106:9 (“he fills the hungry soul with good things [ἀγαθῶν]”) and Odes Sol 9:53 (“Those
who were hungry, he filled with good things [ἀγαθῶν] and those who were rich, he sent away
empty”). Proverbs 14:22 connects “alms” with “those who devise good things” (τέκτοσιν
ἀγαθοῖς) and the apocryphal work of Tobit calls the giving of alms a “good gift” (δῶρον ἀγαθόν)
(Tob 4:11). Sirach 31:11 claims that a rich person’s “good things [τὰ ἀγαθὰ] will be made firm
and an assembly will proclaim his alms.”231
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The phrase, “do good,” is sometimes an expression for beneficent activity (including
material beneficence). Psalm 36:27 provides an illuminating example of a passage that at face
value seems to be speaking of basic moral categories: “Turn away from evil and do good
[ποίησον ἀγαθὸν].” When the context is considered, however, doing “good” appears to involve
more than just upright behavior. Beginning in v. 21, it is the righteous person (δίκαιος) who “has
compassion and gives.” Then in vv. 25–26, the righteous person is described as one so blessed
by God that “all the day he shows mercy and lends money….” Coming on the heels of this
statement, the exhortation to “do good,” even when directly contrasted with “doing evil,” likely
includes the element of generosity. A similar contrast between doing “good” and “evil” occurs in
Tob 12:7 where almsgiving is the central “good” thing under consideration (see vv. 7–10).232 In a
similar vein, when Jesus asks if it is “lawful on the Sabbath to do good [ἀγαθὸν ποιῆσαι] or
evil,” he is thinking specifically of extending God’s blessing, of “saving life” or healing a
withered hand (Mark 3:4; cf. Acts 10:38).233
According to Sir 29:14, “A good man [ἀνὴρ ἀγαθός] gives surety for his neighbor….”
While this action may not be an overflowing generosity, it does seem to be moving in the
direction of beneficence. Tobit 9:6 links “noble” (καλοῦ), “good” (ἀγαθοῦ), “righteous”
(δικαίου), and “charitable” (or “alms-giving;” ἐλεημοποιοῦ) together to provide a broad
description of a praiseworthy person. In T. Sim 4:4, Joseph is characterized as a “good man”
(ἀνὴρ ἀγαθὸς) who is “tender-hearted and merciful.” Likewise, T. Benj 4:1–2 connects
“compassion” and “mercy” with the “good person” (ἀνὴρ ἀγαθὸς). In the following chapter, the
writer suggests that a “good mind” (ἀγαθὴν διάνοιαν) in some will cause the “unruly” to “turn to
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good” (ἐπιστρέψουσιν εἰς ἀγαθόν) and this turn will involve greedy people learning to give to
the oppressed (5:1). Thus, “goodness” is at times clearly connected with generosity or
beneficence.
As we saw earlier, this kind of benevolent goodness is ultimately a reflection of Israel’s
God.234 “Oh give thanks to the Lord for he is good [ἀγαθός]….” (Ps 117:1). “Praise the Lord for
the Lord is good [ἀγαθός].…” (Ps 134:3). “How good [ἀγαθός] is God to Israel, to those who are
upright in heart” (Ps 72:1). “The Lord is good [ἀγαθός] to those who wait for him….” (Lam
3:25). The “good hand of God” (χεὶρ θεοῦ ἡ ἀγαθή) goes with people to bless them (Neh 2:8,
18; Ezra 7:9, 28); he speaks “good things” (τὰ ἀγαθὰ; 2 Sam 7:28; 1 Chron 17:26), gives “good
things” (ἀγαθῶν; Deut 6:10–11; Deut 26:11; Matt 7:11), and plans “good things” (ἀγαθὰ; Gen
50:20). There is perhaps nothing more distinctive about God in the OT than that he is the one
who blesses his people with “good” things.235
2.6 Goodness and Rightness
Despite its clear connection with beneficence, ἀγαθός frequently appears to reference
morality in a more general way (e.g., Num 14:23; Deut 1:39; Jer 18:20). But even in these cases,
it is often possible that this terminology implies more than basic morality. Psalm 124:4 presents
an interesting association of goodness with “rightness”: “Do good [ἀγάθυνον], O Lord, to those
who are good [τοῖς ἀγαθοῖς], to those who are upright [τοῖς εὐθέσι] in heart.” While the close
connection between ἀγαθός and εὐθύς suggests that the terms might be parallel in meaning, a
fuller meaning for ἀγαθός (including benefit) is not ruled out. The request is for God to act
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benevolently (“do good”) toward those who are committed to what is “good” and “right.” This
same parallel usage of “good” and “right” occurs elsewhere (e.g., Prov 2:20; Eccl 9:2).236
Along these same lines, the law is brought into close association with the “good” in
Jewish tradition (cf. Deut 30:14–15; Prov 4:2; 28:9–10; Neh 9:13).237 Once again, benefit and
moral responsibility overlap. As Grundmann explains, “Those who do the will of God as
contained in the Law do good, and are therefore good, and will receive blessing and salvation
from the Lord….”238 Thus, the law is “good” because it demonstrates what is “good” (or “right”)
which is also the way of blessing and salvation.
On the other hand, sometimes ἀγαθός is used in distinction from rightness. In 1 Macc
11:33–34, King Demetrius announces his intention to “do good” (ἀγαθὸν ποιῆσαι) to the Jewish
people after noting that they have preserved “right things” (συντηροῦσιν τὰ πρὸς ἡμᾶς δίκαια)
towards the Ptolemaic kingdom. The “good” action in this case involves removing certain taxes
and extending the territory of the Jewish nation-state. Likewise, 1 Sam 24:18–20 presents a
striking distinction between these terms. In this passage, after David spares Saul’s life, Saul
claims that David is “more righteous” (δίκαιος σὺ ὑπὲρ ἐμέ) than himself because David returned
“good things” (ἀγαθά) to him (24:18). So it seems that while goodness and righteousness are not
equivalent ideas, one is more righteous when he or she does more “good.” Indeed, it seems that
“doing good” is one mark of the righteous person (Ps 33:15–17; 36:27; Prov 11:10). It is
interesting that Saul does not say that David became “more righteous” by doing an exceedingly
“righteous” thing. Apparently, the term for an overflow of blessing, an unexpectedly kind act, is
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goodness. And yet, rather than being in total opposition to goodness, righteousness seems to be
expanded by goodness (so that one becomes “more righteous” by adding more goodness).239
We need not worry much about the exact distinctions between goodness and
righteousness. It is more crucial that we recognize the basic interpretive options for ἀγαθός. For
the Jewish people, goodness was a description of God who delighted to give “good things” to his
people. Beyond that, the people in covenant with God were expected to “do good.” Sometimes,
this meant that they were to engage in generally upright behavior. Sometimes, it meant that they
were to share in God’s beneficent activity by giving generously to others. And sometimes, it is
not clear where the line is between upright and beneficent behavior. Thus, when we look at
Paul’s texts through a Jewish lens, we will keep in mind that he may be speaking of basic
morality, general beneficence, or perhaps a combination of the two.
2.7 Καλός: Beautiful People, Beautiful Deeds
In Jewish literature, καλός (like ἀγαθός) can generically indicate morally upright
behavior (e.g., 2 Chron 14:2; 31:20; Mic 3:2) and what is advantageous (e.g., Prov 2:10; Gen
30:20). It is also used frequently for what is externally “beautiful” or impressive. One of the
earliest examples of this sense in the LXX comes in Gen 6:2: “Now the sons of God beholding
the daughters of men, that they were beautiful [ὅτι καλαί εἰσιν], took wives for themselves,
whomever they chose.”240 This idea of beauty may be present in any number of texts that address
excellence or morality more generally. For example, when Gen 1 states repeatedly that “God saw
that it was good [καλόν]” (1:4, 10, 12, 18, 25, 31), the emphasis may fall upon a visual or
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experiential goodness. Diana Lobel has argued this case: When the creation is called “good,” it is
identified as “a source of aesthetic and cognitive joy or delight … the world’s goodness is a
source of delight to God.”241 The same idea may be expressed in a number of places where
καλός translates טֹוב.
Although an external or visible sense is not always obvious in ethical uses of καλός, a
monosemic bias suggests that such an understanding is likely implied in these passages.
Frequently, the translation “honorable” or “noble” may best capture the idea of recognizable
“good” suggested by the term. For example, the political-philosophical label for model citizens,
καλὸν καὶ ἀγαθὸν (e.g., 4 Macc 4:1; cf. Tob 5:14; 7:6), would naturally indicate such a
translation.242 Other uses of καλός to refer to “good” works or “good” pursuits might better be
described with the designation “noble” as well (cf. Sib Or 1:90, 126; Let Aris 1:18, 216, 238).243
Whenever a particular text draws attention to the presence of observers, it is possibly
highlighting the “visible” nature of καλός. For example, καλός is regularly used to refer to what
is seen by God or what is pleasing to God. In Num 24:1, Balaam recognized that to bless Israel
was “beautiful before the Lord” (καλόν ἐστιν ἔναντι κυρίου). Similarly, Deut 6:18 instructs the
Israelites to do “what is pleasing and beautiful [ποιήσεις τὸ ἀρεστὸν καὶ τὸ καλὸν] before the
Lord your God.”244 While ἀγαθός can be used in a similar way (at least in terms of the Lord’s
observing),245 the connection to pleasing or delighting God is stronger with καλός.246
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In the well-known words of Micah 6:8, the prophet explains that to do what is καλός
before the Lord involves “justice” (κρίμα), “mercy” (ἔλεον), and “walking with the Lord your
God” (πορεύεσθαι μετὰ κυρίου θεοῦ σου).247 This description clearly indicates a central moral
meaning for καλός. It is significant, however, that the context is presenting a contrast between
Israel’s sacrifices—offered for the Lord’s observance and pleasure—and their behavior (cf. Mic
6:6–7). The ethical point, then, is closely related to the visibility and desirability of their
behavior.
This same basic point is made more emphatically in Isa 1:11–17. Here Isaiah addresses
the Israelites as they come to worship and “be seen” by the Lord (ἔρχησθε ὀφθῆναί; 1:12). The
Lord promises to “turn away [his] eyes” (ἀποστρέψω τοὺς ὀφθαλμούς μου) when they lift their
hands before him (1:15) because of their wicked behavior. He commands them to remove their
evil deeds from “before [his] eyes” (ἀπέναντι τῶν ὀφθαλμῶν μου; 1:16). It is only then that he
says: “Cease from your evil deeds; learn to do what is beautiful” (παύσασθε ἀπὸ τῶν πονηριῶν
ὑμῶν, μάθετε καλὸν ποιεῖν; 1:16–17). Thus, attention to context indicates that what would
initially seem to be a generic use of καλός (referring to basic moral behavior) actually makes
better sense when connected to the term’s core meaning—suggesting what is “beautiful” or
“pleasing.”248
Thus, Grundmann’s conclusion that “in most cases” καλός means “morally good” needs
qualification.249 It may be true that καλός frequently translates  טֹובand carries a moral
connotation. But the question is: How does καλός convey morality? Does it indicate “mere”
moral goodness? Or does it supply a particular lens through which to view morality? At least
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some of the time, the latter is the case. To do what is καλός is to do what is visibly or noticeably
“good.” Thus, the translation “beautiful,” “pleasing,” or “noble” is sometimes—if not always—
appropriate in moral contexts.
At least twice in the gospels, καλός is used when the visibility of goodness is likely under
consideration. In one of Jesus’s more well-known teachings, he says, “So let your light shine
before people that they may see [ἴδωσιν] your good works [καλὰ ἔργα] and they may glorify
your father in heaven” (Matt 5:16). It is possible that Matthew has chosen καλός instead of
ἀγαθός for other reasons or for no conscious reason. But given that καλός often deals with
external impressions, and given that Jesus is emphasizing in this text the effect that “good
works” will have on observers, it is more likely that Matthew chooses καλός to convey the
“beautiful” nature of the works Jesus is commanding. In Matt 7:15–20, Jesus instructs people on
how to identify false-prophets. Here, he alternates from ἀγαθός to καλός. It is a “good tree”
(δένδρον ἀγαθὸν) that brings forth “good fruit” (καρποὺς καλοὺς; 7:17). And it is “by their
fruits” that “you will recognize (ἐπιγνώσεσθε) them” (7:19). While it is again possible that this is
just a stylistic variation, it is noteworthy that καλός occurs in exactly the way we would expect it
to were it to connote external impression.
Echoing Matt 5:16, 1 Pet 2:12 states that believers should have “good conduct” (τὴν
ἀναστροφὴν καλήν) among the Gentiles so that while they speak of you as evil-doers, by
observing your good deeds, they might glorify God on the day of visitation.” Likewise, James
3:13 states that the wise person should “show [δειξάτω] by his good conduct [τῆς καλῆς
ἀναστροφῆς] works done in the gentleness of wisdom.” This passage follows on the heels of a
verse which talks about the inability of fruit trees to bear the wrong kind of fruit or of salt water
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to taste fresh (3:12). Both metaphors represent obvious external impressions. So, both 1 Peter
and James represent καλός deeds as those that make an impression on others.
In summary, καλός has a clear connection to external appearances or visible impressions
in Jewish literature prior to and contemporaneous with Paul. The extent to which this emphasis
transfers into its ethical meaning is not always clear. While a monosemic bias inclines us to look
for contextual clues that would demonstrate how this core meaning has been pragmatically
adjusted, it does not necessitate that we force this meaning into the forefront if contextual
evidence suggests otherwise. When we study Paul, although we will assume a visual, affective
element as the stable core meaning of καλός, we will allow context to determine if and how this
meaning is present in each text.
2.8 “The Good” in Greco-Roman [GR] Philosophical Thought
While ἀγαθός and καλός terminology plays an important role in Jewish thought, its
significance is magnified many times over in GR philosophical literature. Indeed, “the good”
stands alongside a small handful of terms at the heart of ancient virtue ethics (i.e., the ethics of
Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, the schools that followed them, and others). If it was necessary to paint
with a broad brush in order to keep the Jewish materials from becoming unmanageable, then we
will perhaps need a new metaphorical instrument to assess the corresponding GR volumes.
Below, I will rely heavily on scholarly summaries to synthesize this vast material, although
primary sources will be brought in for verification and clarification.
In contrast to modern ethical theory that usually focuses on either deontological (rulebased) or consequentialist theories,250 ancient GR ethics was everywhere approached in terms of
virtue. More specifically, GR philosophy took it for granted that human beings had a τέλος, a
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goal for living that corresponded to human nature.251 This goal, in specific terms, was
“happiness” or “flourishing” (εὐδαιμονία) but it could also be expressed more generally as “the
good.” 252 Εὐδαιμονία was the “final good” (τέλειον ἀγαθόν),253 the end “at which all things
aim.”254 Thus, there was an overarching concept of goodness conceived as human flourishing
that was guiding the entire GR ethical project.255 The objective of the GR ethical life was to
choose “the good” (especially the ethical “good”) in such a way that one moved towards the
ultimate “good” of human flourishing.
For Socrates, and later for the Stoics continuing the Socratic tradition, moral virtue is the
only true “good.”256 Epictetus, for example, suggests that “the good” should be defined “as
consisting in a right moral purpose….”257 The implication of this conclusion is that nothing is
truly bad save what is immoral or “vicious.” So Seneca can recall Socrates’ words: “Allow any
man who so desires to insult you and work you wrong; but if only virtue dwells with you, you
will suffer nothing.”258 Apparently, even torture is not truly bad for the virtuous or “wise”
person.259 Both Plato and Aristotle disagree, allowing for different kinds of “goods” to play a
role in human flourishing.260 For Aristotle, it is plainly obvious that someone being tortured is
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not “flourishing” regardless of how virtuous the person is.261 To truly flourish, human beings
need bodily and external “goods” as well as virtue.262 Along these same lines, both Plato and
Aristotle recognize emotions as “good” things when guided and restrained by reason.263 In
contrast, since virtue is the only “good” in Stoic thinking, emotions must take their place among
the “indifferents.”264
Although they agree that a variety of “goods” is necessary for the flourishing life, Plato
and Aristotle differ concerning the meaning or nature of “the good.” For Plato, “the good” is a
unitary idea, ultimately grounded in the divine world of “Forms” or “Ideas”265 and the standard
by which all other “goods” are measured.266 One achieves “the good” by contemplating and
participating in the Forms.267 Aristotle rejected Plato’s formal ontology. According to Aristotle,
if “the good” were a unitary idea, “it would not be predicable in all the Categories, but only in
one.”268 For example, it would be impossible to separately assess the “good” of medicine and the
“good” of war.269 Even if Plato’s world of Ideas could be shown to exist, it appears irrelevant to
Aristotle’s ethical project since “the Good which we are now seeking is a good within human
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reach.”270 Again, “it is not easy to see how knowing that same Ideal Good will help a weaver or
carpenter in the practice of his own craft, or how anybody will be a better physician or general
for having contemplated the absolute Idea.”271
The ultimate “good,” then, is not some transcendent Form in which humans participate.
Rather, it is “that for the sake of which everything else is done.”272 This, as we have already
noted, is εὐδαιμονία.273 All other “good” things are chosen, at least partially, for the sake of
moving towards this ultimate “good.” Therefore, in one sense, Aristotle’s approach to “the good”
may be considered humanistic; that is, he is interested in what human beings can identify as
“good,” not in what corresponds to or participates in a transcendent world.274 However, despite
these differences in ontology, it is important to realize that both Plato’s and Aristotle’s ethics are
fundamentally teleological—both are directed at the achievement of εὐδαιμονία as the τέλος or
supreme “good” of human existence.
Any ethic that has “flourishing” or “happiness” as its central aim contains an obvious
element of self-interest.275 The “good,” then, is intricately tied to advantage or benefit in GR
thought. In a revealing passage, Epictetus states that pursuing his own “good” takes precedence
even over kinship relations: “That is why the good [ἀγαθόν] is preferred above every form of
kinship. My father is nothing to me, but only the good…. But shall I neglect my good, so that
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you may have it, and shall I make way for you? What for? ‘I am your father.’ But not a good. ‘I
am your brother.’ But not a good.”276
The element of self-interest in virtue ethics does not conflict with moral goodness. In
fact, in this same passage, Epictetus identifies “modesty,” “fidelity,” and “brotherly love” as part
of “the good” which cannot be taken from the virtuous person.277 In so doing, he follows
standard Stoic protocol, limiting “the good” to moral virtue.278 Likewise, Dio Chrysostom, who
was influenced by Stoic thought, says that people are ready to make a man king if “they suppose
[him] to be really prudent and righteous and wise and, in a word, a good [ἀγαθόν] man.”279 It is
important to note, however, that in limiting “the good” to the moral realm, the Stoics do not deny
the basic idea that “goodness” has to do with benefit or advantage.280 Rather, they argue that only
moral virtue is truly of benefit to human beings.281 Moral virtue is to be pursued both because is
right in itself and because it is advantageous for human beings.282
It is impossible to understand GR virtue ethics without considering the centrality of right
reason to this ethic. For the Platonic, Aristotelian, and Stoic traditions, reason stands alongside
virtue representing the two basic elements of the flourishing life.283 In contrast to some other
traditions (e.g., Epicurean), reason does not merely function instrumentally, clearing away
barriers so that “the good” can be pursued. Rather, reason is itself an (or the) essential
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component of the flourishing life.284 Cicero explains that “Wisdom”285 is more akin to acting or
dancing than to the study of medicine or seamanship since “its End, being the actual exercise of
the art, is contained within the art itself, and is not something extraneous to it.”286
For Plato and the Stoics, intellectual error is the great obstacle to pursuing “the good.”287
Following Socrates, Plato believes that anyone who sees “the good” clearly will necessarily do
it.288 The Stoic thinker Epictetus seems to agree: “The instant the good appears it attracts the soul
to itself, while the evil repels the soul from itself. A soul will never refuse a clear senseimpression of the good….”289 While Aristotle affirms the centrality of reason to the virtuous life,
he rejects the Socratic notion that correct reason alone is sufficient to ensure right behavior. The
idea that no one does wrong except through ignorance “is manifestly at variance with plain
facts.”290 He argues that this view makes “unrestraint” nonsensical and blameworthy behavior
impossible.291 For Aristotle, it is clear that one can believe correctly and still behave badly. But
even for him, “it is not possible to be good in the true sense without Prudence [φρoνήσεως]....”292
Although Aristotle believes that Socrates “was mistaken in thinking that all the virtues are forms
of Prudence,” he agrees with Socrates that the virtues “cannot exist without Prudence.”293
Therefore, once again, reason (or prudence/wisdom) is the key to identifying and pursuing “the
good.”
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2.9 Ἀγαθός
So far, we have examined “the good” in broad terms without specifying distinctions
between ἀγαθός and καλός. A brief glance at the historical usage of the terms will prepare us to
appreciate these distinctions. Here, I will rely on Arthur Adkins’ detailed study that ties the
development of ἀγαθός usage to the evolution of Greek society.294 It is clear in Adkins’ study
that ἀγαθός originally conveyed benefit to the family/city-state and that this primary sense was
retained even as the meaning and application of the term expanded over time.
Ἀγαθός (alongside ἀρετή and related terms) identifies a person who possesses “all the
qualities most highly valued at any time by Greek society.”295 Dating back to Homeric times,
these qualities were located in wealthy warrior-chieftains.296 In an unstable world where families
and communities could not rely on protection from “the state,” they looked instead to men of
high social standing who had the means and the skill to provide this basic necessity.297 Since the
most urgent need in Homeric society was to be kept safe, the most desirable quality (and,
therefore, the chief ἀγαθός) was skill in war.
As society changed, so did the sense of what was most beneficial and admirable. The
emergence of cities and coined money required a new set of virtues that would allow for
cooperation and commerce to play an important role in providing for the people.298 Eventually,
Athenian democracy identified the ἀγαθός person as the “good” citizen who seeks the benefit of
the city above all else.299 A more political usage emerged in the latter half of the fifth-century, as
the rise of Athens as an imperial power led to government officials and administrators bearing
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the title of ἀγαθός.300 In all of these scenarios, however, the ἀγαθός person continued to be the
one who could provide benefit to his society.301 Whether this was the warrior chieftain, the
citizen aristocrat, or the government official: All were ἀγαθός because they were providing for
and protecting the larger social unit.
It is clear through all of this that ἀγαθός has more to do with providing benefit to people
than it does with meeting abstract moral standards. In fact, δικαιοσύνη, which is concerned with
doing the right thing, is considered inferior to ἀγαθός, even in the law court.302 In contrast to
δικαιοσύνη, success or failure determines whether a person is ἀγαθός.303 If a man loses in battle,
that man is not a “good person,” no matter how “good” his intentions may be.304 The person who
can actually accomplish “good” things for the people is the person deserving the term of highest
praise: ἀγαθός.
Given the centrality of terms like ἀγαθός and εὐδαιμονία, when the early moralists such
as Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle seek to commend a virtuous way of life, they must do so in these
terms.305 It is important to recognize, however, that as these thinkers adjust the scope of ἀγαθός,
they do not create an entirely new meaning for it. Rather, ἀγαθός continues to convey the idea of
“men most valuable to the state”306 and, more specifically, ἀγαθός continues to recall one “who
lavishes his material goods in the state’s interest.”307 Only now, in light of the new social/civic
situation, there is a recognition of the significance of the “quieter virtues” (e.g., justice and
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wisdom).308 Plato and Aristotle are still thinking in political terms and trying to show what type
of person is most valuable to the city.309 Of course, in Greek thinking there is no dichotomy
between pursuing what is “good” for the city and what is “good” for oneself.310 Obligation is not
opposed to one’s εὐδαιμονία but rather subsumed under it.311
The idea of ἀγαθός as “what benefits” or of the ἀγαθός person as the “one who benefits”
(which we first saw in the lexical overview above), is central to the meaning of the term in the
history of Greek thought. Plato summarizes centuries of thought when he says, “‘That which
destroys and corrupts in every case is the evil; that which preserves and benefits is the good
[ἀγαθόν].’”312 Similarly, in the first century, Seneca states “That which is good, is helpful.”313
Likewise, Diogenes Laertius explains, “Good [ἀγαθόν] in general is that from which some
advantage comes, and more particularly what is either identical with or not distinct from
benefit.”314 The idea of “the good” as what benefits explains why Epictetus can say that “it is
[the soul’s] nature to be moved with desire toward the good [ἀγαθόν].…”315 As we have seen,
this foundational understanding does not eliminate a moral dimension from the meaning of
ἀγαθός. However, it does provide a backdrop against which to consider the ethical usages and
might prove illuminating to passages in Paul that are usually understood to be generically ethical.
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2.10 Καλός
Although ἀγαθός is historically the more important term, καλός develops great
significance over time. In agreement with what we saw above, καλός has an essential connection
to what is visible that remains present throughout the changes of Greek society. Initially, in
Homeric society, καλός was a rather weak, conventional term indicating what is “seemly.”316 By
the fifth-century, it had taken on greater significance as the opposite of αἰσχρός, what is
shameful.317 During this time period, these categories (the “honorable” and the “shameful”) were
thought of in terms of success or failure, just as the ἀγαθός had always been a matter of success
more than generic morality.318 In addition, a close link existed between what is “noble” and what
is “beautiful” so that bravery in battle, for example, and a young soldier were both considered
καλός.319
Καλός continued to have close connection with ἀγαθός into the fourth-century.320
Although they have some differences, both Aristotle and Plato assume καλός as a central term,
closely related to ἀγαθός, in their system of ethics.321 Plato goes the more extreme route,
attempting to link δίκαιος with καλός and ἀγαθός.322 While rejecting this Platonic merger,
Aristotle holds that καλός is “the most prominent agathon” among the virtues and has an
attraction in itself that obviates the need to emphasize its relationship with εὐδαιμονία.323 Like
ἀγαθός, although καλός is broadened by these fourth century moralists (and others) to include
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the “quieter virtues,” it never completely transcends the realm of success and failure (e.g., to
defeat someone in a race or speech is still καλός).324
Gabriel Lear’s careful analysis of καλός helps to explain the connection between
“beauty” and “morality” as it appears in Aristotle. He argues that “actions are fine when their
determination by the human good makes the agent’s commitment to his good visible.”325 Thus,
actions must have both a teleological arrangement (i.e., they must be “ordered with reference to
their telos or good”)326 and they must have a visible component.327 These actions have intrinsic,
not merely instrumental, value and can be chosen for their own sake since they are clearly
ordered by that which is truly “good.”328 The visible nature of καλός actions makes them
“morally pleasant”329—that is, their moral goodness is immediately attractive.330
Actions that are outwardly beautiful and morally pleasant are also publicly
praiseworthy.331 This makes sense if we understand praise as that which is the “appropriate
response to something that is manifestly, plainly good.”332 Thus, καλός naturally comes to
express what is admirable, or what is publicly recognized as “good.”333 Once again, we are back
in territory where the moral and the beneficial overlap.334 These actions are not moral obligations
nor are they attractive because they advance the interests of others. Rather, they are attractive
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because they ultimately “reflect the agent’s understanding of his own eudaimonia.”335 Καλός
differs from ἀγαθός not because it has nothing to do with benefit but because it provides a visible
manifestation of what is ultimately beneficial for human beings.
For both Plato and Aristotle, καλός has a visible component so that it represents what is
“beautiful,” “pleasant,” and “praiseworthy.” This basic understanding is present much later in
Stoic thinkers such as Diogenes Laertius. After connecting the καλός with what is “perfectly
symmetrical,” Diogenes goes on to explain that this symmetry is found in the world of moral
virtue.336 Likewise, Cicero speaks of “honestum” (which Rackham identifies as the Latin
equivalent of καλός)337 in the following way: “Whatever is good is praiseworthy: but whatever is
praiseworthy is morally honourable [honestum]: therefore that which is good is morally
honourable.”338 So, also, when Seneca speaks of noble young men being “deeply stirred by the
beauty of some honourable [honestae] object,” he is speaking of that which wisdom identifies as
the only true “good.”339 This understanding still remains when Plotinus, writing some 200 years
after Paul, states that the “good” (ἀγαθός) “holds beauty [καλόν] as a screen before it.”340 This
kind of beauty is still a matter of “sight” or perception, but it is apprehended by souls that have
learned to see from a pure, inner perspective.341 Much like Aristotle, then, these later thinkers use
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καλός (or its Latin equivalent) with reference both to what is visible and what is moral, or as the
visible expression of what is truly “good.”342
This survey of GR sources has highlighted the distinctions between ἀγαθός and καλός.
We have seen that ἀγαθός is used consistently to convey benefit or blessing from Homer
onwards. While not opposed to ἀγαθός (or benefit), καλός focuses attention on the visible or
observable features of goodness. As we have already seen, neither term is entirely separable from
the moral sphere and both terms may at times be used in a reduced sense in close connection
with general morality. But the frequency with which these terms convey the ideas of benefit and
beauty (respectively) should cause us to hesitate before we assume a more narrow moral
meaning in any particular Pauline text. Our exegesis will allow context to determine which sense
may be on the surface in each passage considered.
2.11 “The Good” as a Term of Public Praise for Benefactions
One other background will merit serious consideration as we move through the Pauline
texts, namely, benefaction. One of the leading advocates for connecting this background with NT
interpretation is Bruce Winter who has called the Christian social ethic “an unprecedented social
revolution of the ancient benefaction tradition.”343 Winter sees in Paul both a concern for public,
civic benefaction (Rom 13:3–4) and private benefaction (1 Thess 4:11–12; 2 Thess 3:6–13). In
regards to the latter, he argues that by requiring all believers to become “doers of good,” Paul
undermined the ancient patron-client tradition and “created a whole new class of benefactors.”344
Winter goes so far as to label this phenomenon “the most distinctive public feature of this newly-

342
Grundmann recognizes that καλός indicates “moral beauty” for some Greek thinkers, but he is more
interested in whether the term is being used in a moral or religious sense (TDNT 3:541–543). Thus, he appears to
under-appreciate the significance of the “visible” dimension in καλός.
343
Winter, Welfare, 209.
344
Winter, Welfare, 57–60; 201.

61

emerging religion in the Roman East.”345 These sweeping claims can only be assessed and
appreciated with a clear grasp of ancient benefaction and its social function in antiquity.
It is now commonly acknowledged that reciprocity conventions stood at the heart of
ancient GR society.346 Non-legalized, but nevertheless inviolable, social etiquette required that
favors should be given and “payment” of some kind should be returned.347 This understanding
could be taken for granted as a backdrop for daily life in antiquity much like capitalism is taken
for granted in daily American economic transactions. Seneca even calls the reciprocity system “a
practice that constitutes the chief bond of human society.”348 While these reciprocity conventions
could manifest themselves in various ways, benefaction was one of the most significant civic and
social expressions of reciprocity. Important for our study is the fact that ἀγαθός terminology
came to play a central role in identifying and praising benefactors.349
As we saw above, ἀγαθός was originally and consistently a term connected to benefit for
the city or broader community (while remaining inseparable from personal benefit). Those who
were wealthy enough to protect and provide for the larger community wore the label of “the
good.” Eventually, this dependency of the masses on “the good [men]” issued in an integrated
social system whereby public praise reinforced and obligated further benefaction.350 Citizens
relied on benefactors to provide relief in famine, public buildings (e.g., temples), games and
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festivals, and similar benefits.351 When the wealthy provided these things, it was expected
(perhaps required is a more accurate term) that the recipients would respond with gratitude—
particularly in the form of public praise.352 Citizens honored benefactors with statues, crowns,
seating at public events, and, most importantly for our study, public inscriptions identifying
benefactors as (among other things) “good,” “noble [καλός] and good,” or as one who “does the
good [ποιεῖν ἀγαθόν].”353 Such repayment then created intense social pressure for benefactors to
again “do good,” and so the cycle of reciprocity continued.354
These benefactions were not primarily acts of sincere love, nor were they primarily
targeted at helping the poor.355 In fact, the poor were widely disregarded and despised in GR
society.356 Richard Gordon argues that the “true purpose” of euergetism, at least as it was
practiced among the Roman priestly-civic leaders, was to “maintain the power and wealth of the
elite.”357 According to Gordon, “philanthropy” among the Roman leaders actually functioned to
reinforce systemic dependency and inequity.358 John Barclay holds a similarly negative opinion
about Roman patronage in general, stating that “from a modern perspective, it could be described
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as one huge system of corruption and graft.”359 Even if this statement involves a degree of
exaggeration, it is certainly true that benefactions were not generally altruistic or sacrificial acts.
In his pioneering work analyzing the epigraphic evidence of benefaction, Frederick W.
Danker identifies a “depth-structural reality that breaks into various thematic patterns and comes
to linguistic expression in numerous modes and forms.”360 Among the highlighted linguistic
phenomena is “ἀνήρ ἀγαθός,” which Danker views as the “dynamic equivalent” of euergetes
(i.e., benefactor).361 He also notes the presence of ποιεῖν ἀγαθόν in one inscription.362 Danker
argues that the public nature of these inscriptions, and the rhetorical backdrop which they reflect,
makes them an important exegetical lens through which to consider certain language in the
NT.363 The non-literate audiences of the NT are more likely to hear resonances of this public
rhetoric than they are to hear echoes of literary sources.364
Stephen Mott’s appreciative review of Danker’s work calls attention to the need for more
semantic specificity in order to identify a benefaction reference with confidence in the NT.365
Mott argues that Danker too quickly assumes a benefaction reference for terms that overlap
significantly with other semantic fields. For example, the common occurrence of ἀρετή in
contexts outside the epigraphic materials makes it difficult to argue that an isolated appearance
of this term in the NT should call to mind benefaction background.366 I would argue that the
same is true of ἀγαθός. This term’s pervasive presence in other fields (e.g., Greek philosophy) is
too significant to allow for a simplistic benefaction categorization whenever it occurs.
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While it is helpful to be reminded that public discourse (including inscriptions) would
shape the way audiences heard the NT documents, it is important not to dismiss other
interpretive factors. The apostle Paul’s own education, the potential education of some of the
more socially reputable in his churches,367 and the widespread dissemination or
“democratization” of philosophical ideas in the first century,368 would suggest that multiple
possibilities need to be considered when encountering terms like ἀγαθός in Paul’s writings. What
Danker has succeeded in establishing is that benefaction background is one very plausible option
for multiple terms that occur in the NT, including ἀγαθός. We will need to weigh this option
against others, considering context, themes, and other linguistic data to determine if a particular
text likely represents this background.369
2.12 Summary
The purpose of this chapter has not been to provide an exhaustive study of “goodness”
(as conveyed by ἀγαθός and καλός) in antiquity. Rather, the simple purpose has been to prepare
us to hear Paul’s language as his original audiences arguably would have by surveying the basic
range of meaning of these terms with which they would likely have been familiar. We have
argued according to monosemic semantic theory that terms have stable, core meanings that are
consistently present in various contexts. With regard to ἀγαθός, we have shown that this stable
meaning involves benefit or advantage. Meanwhile καλός represents a visual or affective
expression of this advantage, and thus, it is often translated “beautiful.” While both terms may
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function broadly to indicate excellence—and in the realm of ethics, moral excellence—these
broader expressions are likely adjustments of the core meaning, not discrete replacements.
In second-Temple Jewish literature, both terms appear at times to be used in a very broad
ethical sense. On other occasions, the distinctions between the terms are obvious. We found
ἀγαθός to be a consummate term for conveying the generosity of God and his people, including
their material gifts. In regard to καλός, we saw that it is sometimes possible to specify a likely
emphasis on the visibility or beauty of goodness, although the extent to which this emphasis is
present in a number of texts is not clear. It appears that the external connotation of καλός brings
it into close association with what is “pleasing” or “delightful” at times.
Both terms play crucial roles in GR philosophical discourse. Although the terms are
brought into close contact, it is possible to trace distinctions from the time of Homer until and
beyond the first century CE. Ἀγαθός was sometimes used as the equivalent of the highest “good”
and the τέλος of human life, εὐδαιμονία. It was understood and expected that people were
seeking their own “good” (benefit or advantage) by choosing “the good” as they were able to
discern it. This apparently self-seeking project was not an immoral one, however, since to seek
one’s own “good” was inseparable from seeking the “good” of the broader society. Thus, ἀγαθός
is a term used not just for one’s own benefit but also for the benefit of others. Καλός, meanwhile,
is the visible manifestation of ἀγαθός and, as such, it often expresses what is “praiseworthy” or
“honorable.”
Finally, we saw that ἀγαθός was sometimes used as a label for benefactors or
benefactions. Benefactions could be both public, civic works or private deeds. In any case, by
funding some project or meeting some need, a wealthy or powerful person could earn the
coveted title, ἀνήρ ἀγαθός. These “good works” were not typically actions of concern or
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compassion but were instead the expected contributions of the wealthy in the never-ending,
honor-driven cycle of reciprocity.
As we approach Paul’s writings, we will keep all three of these backgrounds in mind. We
will avoid a simplistic selection of one background or one specific terminological sense in any
particular context. Nevertheless, we will be aware that these backgrounds, both contextual and
semantical, would have to some extent been unavoidable for both Paul and his audiences.
Therefore, this chapter will be foundational for the rest of this study in providing points of
contact to be engaged more extensively as the Pauline passages direct.
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Chapter 3: Galatians
In Galatians, Paul uses ἀγαθός/καλός terminology eight times in three passages that are
ethically significant. The adverb καλῶς appears at 4:17 followed by the noun/adjective καλός in
4:18 (2x);370 in the final argument of the discourse (before concluding with the peroratio of
6:11–18), Paul uses ἀγαθός twice (6:6 and 6:10) and καλός once (6:9); and the rare noun
ἀγαθωσύνη appears in 5:22. All of these passages contribute to our understanding of how the
idea of “the good” informed Paul’s ethics at an early stage in his ministry.

Galatians 4:17–18
3.0 Introduction to Galatians 4:17-18
In what follows I will argue that Paul chooses καλῶς/καλός terminology at this juncture
of the Galatian discourse precisely because it advances the heart of his argument about the nature
of the gospel. Paul’s larger point in Galatians is to demonstrate the sufficiency and power of the
paradoxical gospel he preaches: The crucified Messiah is God’s key to renewed and empowered
life in the Spirit. When one accepts this gospel, fleshly understandings—including honor and
shame values—are overturned. By using καλῶς/καλός, Paul draws attention to the debated
meaning of “honor” and urges his converts to allow the gospel to reshape their vision of what is
truly honorable.
I will argue as follows: First, an honor-shame conflict stands at the center of the Galatian
controversy. Second, this conflict is surfacing explicitly in 4:12–20. Third, the connection
between “zeal” and “the good” (4:17–18) increases the likelihood that honor is in focus in this
passage (a point that will be confirmed by appeal to the recent work of Benjamin Lappenga).
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Finally, undergirding this entire argument is the understanding—established in Chapter 2 and
reiterated briefly below—that in some contexts καλός expresses what is “honorable.” All these
considerations combine to highlight the social-ethical significance of 4:17–18.
Before commenting on 4:12–20, it is necessary to say a few words about the “crisis” in
Galatia. Careful analysis of the discourse indicates that Paul’s opponents are Jewish Christians
who are seeking to persuade the Gentile believers in Galatia to receive circumcision as a token of
their full acceptance of Judaism and their intention to keep Torah in a more general way.371 The
question of the opponents’ motivation for this “mission” takes us into the heart of the current
exegetical and theological debate. The traditional opinion portrays the “agitators” as Jewish
legalists insisting on works in addition to faith to secure Gentile salvation. The agitators preach
works-righteousness in opposition to Paul’s righteousness by faith alone.372 As we saw in
Chapter 1 in relation to Pauline studies in general, this traditional opinion has fallen on hard
times as recent interpreters have paid more careful attention to the historical background and
sociological dimensions of the text. The “new perspective on Paul” (NPP) has shed light on the
original issue motivating Paul’s rhetoric: Jew and Gentile relationships in the body of Christ.373
According to this view, Paul’s opponents are not so much legalists as they are nationalists.374
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They seek to make Gentiles into full-fledged proselytes so that they embrace the Jewish way of
life. Paul’s primary target, then, is not “works-salvation” but “cultural imperialism.”375
It is highly significant for understanding 4:12–20 that we recognize the system of values
standing behind and motivating the ethnocentric agenda of Paul’s opponents: It is the everpresent honor-shame value system which produced constant social and ethnic competition in
antiquity.376 According to J. E. Lendon, “Honour was a filter through which the whole world was
viewed, a deep structure of the Graeco-Roman mind…. Every thing, every person, could be
valued in terms of honour….”377 In Paul’s view, it was the honor and shame values of the
“present age” (1:4) that were driving his opponents’ attempts to have Gentile believers submit to
circumcision. This is why he summarizes his discourse with a discussion of boasting and
persecution (6:11–17).378 It was the world in which boasting—i.e., publically claiming honor—
mattered, that had been “crucified” to Paul (6:14).379 For the same reason, Paul reminds the
Galatians that he had accepted persecution for the cross of Christ (5:11) and that they should
learn not to boast in others (6:4). This is also why he forcefully argues that status distinctions
were now dissolved and all found honor in Christ (3:27–28; 5:6).380 For Paul, then, to accept
circumcision was not merely to accept the Jewish way of life but to accept society’s evaluations

375

Barclay, Obeying, 239.
See Halvor Moxnes, “Honor and Shame” in The Social Sciences and New Testament Interpretation (ed.
Richard L. Rohrbaugh; Peabody: Hendrickson, 1996), 19–40; Bruce J. Malina, The New Testament World: Insights
from Cultural Anthropology (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2001), 27–57. According to Brigette Kahl, it is
“competitive order that marks the core of imperial law....” (Galatians Re-Imagined, 207).
377
J. E. Lendon, Honour, 73.
378
Hans Dieter Betz has labeled this section the “hermeneutical key” of Galatians (Galatians [Philadelphia:
Fortress, 1979], 313). On the significance of the peroratio here and in general, see Ben Witherington III, Grace in
Galatia: A Commentary on Paul’s letter to the Galatians (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 443–45.
379
For boasting as publically claiming honor, see Moxnes, “Honor and Shame,” 24.
380
Beverly Roberts Gaventa gets at this idea when she states, “All the arenas, the distinctions, the statuses,
the differentiations—they are all wiped away. Differences remain, but they are nondividing differences, differences
subordinated to the gospel; more than that, every source of human identity is taken up by and into the gospel” (“The
Singularity of the Gospel Revisited” in Galatians and Christian Theology: Justification, the Gospel, and Ethics in
Paul’s Letter, ed. Mark W. Elliott et al. [Grand Rapids: Baker, 2014], 196).
376

70

of what counts for honor. The true understanding of honor, whether or not it would be defined
through the eyes of the suffering Messiah, was at stake in the Galatian controversy.
3.1 Contextual Overview
Before working through the major exegetical issues in 4:17–18, it will be helpful to
briefly examine the surrounding context. Space limitations require that we focus selectively on
the most illuminating exegetical features of this context. The main point of 4:1–7 is clear: Paul
contrasts the slavery of life under the law with the freedom that comes by the power of the Spirit
in Christ. The perplexing question arises in 4:8–11: Why does Paul apparently move from
discussing slavery under the law to discussing slavery to pagan gods (4:8) and “elements of the
world” (στοιχεῖα; 4:9)? The context will not allow the simple explanation that Paul has shifted
his attention to pure paganism as a primary concern.381 Therefore we must conclude that Paul is
making a real connection between his audience’s flirtation with acceptance of the law and their
former past in paganism. Walter B. Russell’s view that this is an “ironic connection” is probably
right; it is not that the law is in actuality a servant of idols, but rather, when observed in a certain
way at a certain eschatological time the law becomes a similar “means of bondage.”382
In 4:12–20, then, Paul is building off a dramatic statement of the utter captivity that
awaits those who embrace the law instead of true life in Christ. This interpretation is confirmed
by 4:21–31 where Paul returns allegorically to the theme of slavery and freedom as it relates to
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law observance. This idea of freedom in the Spirit then carries readers forward into ch. 5 where
the discussion becomes more overtly ethical. “It is for freedom that Christ has set us free” (5:1a)
so that now freedom must be embodied in Spirit-filled community (chs. 5–6).
It is in this context of freedom from the law in Christ by the Spirit that 4:12–20 appears.
Following his mentor Richard N. Longenecker, Walter Hansen regards 4:12 as “the major
turning point of the letter” that provides “a new perspective on the entire first half of the body of
the letter (1:6–4:11).”383 According to Dieter Mitternacht, 4:12 “articulates the central concern of
the letter....”384 Hansen, who understands Galatians as a “rebuke-request” letter, and Mitternacht,
who views Galatians as a “letter of petition,” both agree that 4:12–20 provides the turning point
of the letter.385 From a rhetorical perspective Joop Smit lends weight to the idea that this section
is a significant moment in the letter by determining that it is the conclusio of part 1 of the
discourse.386
An interesting punctuation issue arises in respect to the “appeal” formula (δέομαι ὑμῶν)
that appears in this verse.387 In a little-known article, Fredrick J. Long has argued persuasively
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that this formula attaches to 4:12b not 4:12a.388 Among other things, he notes that δέομαι always
precedes the relevant request whenever it occurs in the NT and LXX literature.389 In light of this
evidence 4:12b would need to be re-punctuated as a question, such as: “Brothers, I beg of you,
did you not wrong me?”390 This question fits better with the overall accusatory tone of the
surrounding material and prepares readers to receive the following information not as a friendly
reminder that they have done no wrong, but as a jarring charge that they have done wrong.391
Rather than trying to absolve the Galatians of wrongdoing in this section, Paul is at pains to bring
their wrong into the open so that they will cease toying with apostasy.
This understanding of 4:12b raises the possibility that 4:12a should also be construed as a
question: “Are you becoming as I am/was since I have become as you are/were?” (Γίνεσθε ὡς
ἐγώ, ὅτι κἀγὼ ὡς ὑμεῖς,).392 This understanding would fit with the surrounding context of
“interrogation” (4:8, 15, 16, 21) and it would flow naturally into the accusation in 4:12b.393 How,
then, were the Galatians seeking to become like Paul? Certainly not in his Christ-like, selfemptying lifestyle or else Paul would not rebuke them. Rather, they were accepting circumcision
and the Jewish way of life as a means to greater honor.394 Allowing the previous discourse to
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inform our understanding at this point,395 we remember that Paul has presented himself as a
(formerly) powerful Jewish persecutor of the church (1:13–14, 23). He had gained the honored
status within Judaism that his Galatian converts were now seeking. His audience would not miss
the force of his question: “Are you seeking to become honorable within Judaism when I
relinquished all of that to preach the gospel to you?” (4:12).396
While this reading makes good sense, it does not have a large impact on the overall
meaning of the passage. Whether Paul urges the Galatians to become like what he presently is in
Christ or to avoid being like what he once was in Judaism, his goal is to point them towards a
different way of life in Christ, a life that stands apart from fleshly evaluations. Thus, Dieter
Mitternacht’s conclusion, which is based on understanding 4:12a as an imperative statement,
provides confirmation for the view advocated here. Mitternacht argues persuasively that 4:12a is
related to Paul’s desire for the Galatians to embrace the offense of the cross.397 Tying 4:12–15 to
3:1–5, Mitternacht shows that Paul is reminding the Galatians of their initial acceptance of the
cross and what that meant for their lives. They had received a publically crucified Christ from
the start (3:1) and had “suffered many things” (3:4), just as they had initially received a
publically “weak” Paul (4:13).398 Now experiencing social dislocation and vulnerability, they
were seeking to resolve their dilemma by a return to the “flesh,” an attempt to be right on
“merely human” terms, not the cross of Christ.399 They sought to avoid persecution, just as
Paul’s opponents did (6:12). But Paul believes that suffering—and specifically the offense of the
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cross—is a fundamental part of accepting Christ.400 This is what it means to be crucified with
Christ (6:14).
So the questions in 4:12 are not far removed from the heart of the discourse. Paul is
pleading with the Galatians to accept the renewed and reordered life brought by the gospel of the
crucified Christ. He charges them in 4:12 with wronging him personally by moving away from
this message. He continues to expound the nature of this wrong in 4:13–16. It is extremely
important to recognize that Paul’s focus remains on the gospel and its effects on the Galatians
throughout this paragraph. It is not just that Paul came to them and was accepted by them in a
pitiable condition that has emotional force in this text; 401 it is that he came to them bringing the
gospel (εὐηγγελισάμην; 4:13) and that this gospel transformed them so that they received Paul in
his pitiable condition.402 It is not historical happenstance that Paul recalls the “gospel” being
involved in his visit to the Galatians. This is the key term of the discourse and the basic issue
underlying this passage: Will their behavior conform to the truth of the gospel or not?
It is highly significant that Paul claims to have first preached to them because of a
“weakness of the flesh” (ἀσθένειαν τῆς σαρκὸς; 4:13). Mitternacht argues that this weakness is
related to Paul’s rejection and punishment by the local Jewish community while Witherington,
among others, argues that it is likely a bodily condition.403 We need not, however, be so specific
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in order to grasp the central point: Whatever this weakness was, it was shameful by
contemporary standards.404 It was one that would have and should have produced “rejection”
(ἐξουθενήσατε οὐδὲ ἐξεπτύσατε; 4:14) on the part of Paul's audience.405 And yet he was
welcomed as Christ Jesus (4:14b)! They had already in their initial reception of the gospel begun
living outside the fleshly system of honor-shame values.
“Flesh” (σάρξ) here, while indicating a social or bodily condition, would probably have
deeper meaning for Paul and his audience in the context of the letter. Paul has already positioned
flesh in opposition to Spirit as a way of continuing in the faith (3:3). He will presently proceed to
connect the flesh with the way of slavery represented allegorically by Hagar (4:23, 29). In Gal 5–
6, the contrast between the flesh and the Spirit becomes critical to Paul’s ethical admonitions
(5:16–24; 6:8). When Paul introduces flesh at this crucial transition point (4:13–14), his audience
would certainly not miss these rhetorical resonances. By not despising Paul's “weak flesh”
(σάρξ), the Galatians were not living according to “merely human” standards (σάρξ). The social
and moral dimensions of Paul’s reasoning around this term overlap and are ultimately
inseparable. Paul views circumcised flesh, which the Galatians were seeking and which Paul
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already had, as an entryway into the broader domain of the flesh which was morally twisted and
spiritually impotent (cf. 5:1–6; 6:11–16).406 However, they should already know this since they
had originally received a crucified (i.e., publically shamed) Messiah by the power of the Spirit
apart from circumcision (3:1–5). And the values of the flesh that drive boasting and hostile
competition (cf. 6:11–16) had already been inverted when the Galatians welcomed Paul, in all
his weakness according to the flesh, as “an angel of God” (4:14).
Paul’s deeper point is that the gospel had already remade the Galatians during their initial
encounter, leading them to welcome Paul and reject the fleshly viewpoint. This is the “blessing”
(μακαρισμὸς) they had received (4:15a),407 a blessing that had so energized them that they would
have gone to the most extreme lengths (“tearing out their eyes”; τοὺς ὀφθαλμοὺς ὑμῶν
ἐξορύξαντες) to share Paul's “weakness” and alleviate his pain (4:15b).408 This experience
explains why Paul would so aggressively accuse them of doing him wrong. He had brought them
a gift and they had enthusiastically received it. Now instead of reciprocating, they have implicitly
begun to make him their enemy (4:16)!
I would thus add to Mitternacht’s proposal that Paul is not merely inviting the Galatians
to suffer with Christ but also to live free from the flesh by the power of the Spirit. It is the
experience of suffering in power and power in suffering that is fundamental to Paul's own
“crucifixion” (2:19–21) and to the Galatians’ initial conversion (3:1–5). They received the Spirit
as they encountered the crucified Christ (3:1–5). Volker Rabens highlights how the experience of

For more on the meaning of “flesh,” see comments on 6:8 below.
As Dunn explains, “The language suggests the typical euphoria which converts often feel and which
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forgiven (Galatians, 235).
408
Dunn calls this “An action of supreme friendship....” (Galatians, 236).
406
407

77

the Spirit plays a crucial role in Paul’s argument in both 3:1–5 and 4:1–7.409 The latter passage is
then contrasted with their return to bondage in 4:8–11 and this text leads to the questions in
4:12.410 This “totalizing”411 experience is what brings them into the “new creation” where social
distinctions and fleshly honor-shame values are irrelevant (6:11–18). The singularity of the
gospel overturns the “powers of this age,” remaking identity and providing new life in the
Spirit.412
Seeing the gospel as the underlying theme of 4:12–15 confirms the conclusion of some
scholars that 4:16 (ἀληθεύων; "speaking the truth") also refers to the gospel (cf. 2:5, 14; 5:7).413
The irony is that what once had made them friends (the blessing of the gospel) is now
threatening to make them enemies (ἐχθρὸς). If we skip ahead to 4:19, we find Paul accentuating
the point about the gospel that he has been making all along: “my little children, for whom I am
again in the pains of childbirth, until the time that Christ is formed in you.”414 This statement is
not an odd outburst about spiritual formation that Paul tacks on for good measure; rather, this
statement expresses the heart of Paul’s concern in the letter and in this paragraph: Paul wants his
converts to continue in (or to return to) a gospel-centered life in which the Spirit empowers
Christ-like attitudes and behaviors.415 It is the competition for the hearts of the Galatian believers
that is motivating Paul’s intensity here. Will they stay with the crucified and risen Lord Jesus,
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centering their lives on this truth by the Spirit’s power? Or will they dodge the offense of the
cross by receiving circumcision and submitting again to the power of the flesh? This latter option
is represented by Paul’s rivals whom we encounter in 4:17–18.
3.2 Translation and Meaning of 4:17–18
In the midst of this critical paragraph reminding the Galatians of the transformative
power of the gospel, Paul begins to speak of “the good.” How are we to understand καλῶς in the
phrase ζηλοῦσιν ὑμᾶς οὐ καλῶς?416 Commentators sometimes treat this adverb in a very general
way, as if Paul had wanted to say, to use colloquial English, “That’s bad.”417 But context
indicates a more specific understanding: Kαλῶς appears here because Paul wants to clarify what
is truly honorable for the Galatian believers.418 We should remember the honor-shame struggle
that lies at the heart of Galatians and is clearly present in this pivotal section. As we have just
seen, Paul urges the believers in the preceding verses (4:12–16) to accept “weakness,” social
vulnerability, and dishonored status for the sake of the gospel. He follows these verses (4:17–18)
with a dramatic call for them to become like Christ (4:19), which includes the acceptance of
shame and suffering for the sake of the gospel. Kαλῶς likely appears here because it provides a
direct linguistic connection with the honor–shame value system.
As we saw in Chapter 2, καλός—with its visible/external/public emphasis—takes on the
meaning of “noble” or “honorable” in certain contexts. What is visibly or recognizably “good” is
also worthy of public praise (i.e., worthy of receiving honor).419 David A. deSilva observes in
regard to 4:18 that καλὸν and αἰσχρὸν are “very common openings for maxims or other
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statements coordinating some attitude or behavior with the ‘noble’ or the ‘shameful,’ the primary
axis of value in the Hellenistic-Roman world….”420 It is important to recognize that Paul could
easily have chosen other terms to convey other ideas. For example, he could have said that his
opponents were not acting ἐν ἀγάπῃ or ἐν πίστει. But these expressions would not have signaled
that the nature of honor is under discussion and thus they would not have fit as well with this
particular context. Paul chooses καλός, a term that connotes “honor,” because he wants to show
that a gospel-guided viewpoint exposes his opponents as those who are actually on the low-rung
of the honor ladder.
It is also important to remember that the meaning of “honor” is not neatly separable from
the ideas of benefit and morality. The social, moral, and beneficial may all overlap substantially
in any given usage of either καλός or ἀγαθός. Therefore, we should not assume that Paul is here
pontificating about mere social norms. Rather, by using the terms he does in this passage, Paul
draws attention to the social significance of Christian morality. He seeks to recast the Galatians’
vision of what is truly praiseworthy on the basis of what is truly “good” and beneficial.
Paul’s use of ζῆλόω three times in these two verses helps to establish the meaning of
καλός here. At core, ζῆλόω involves “an emotional going out to a person, idea or cause” which
can either be good or bad.421 When God is “jealous” for his people’s loyalty or when the
Israelites are “zealous” for God, ζῆλόω expresses a good attitude.422 But this zeal for God and his
law can easily be misguided, causing one to unintentionally oppose God (Rom 10:1–4) or
creating strife in the church (1 Cor 3:3). When Paul uses ζῆλόω outside of vice-lists (e.g., Gal
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5:20), he almost always signals with contextual clues whether the zeal is positive or negative.423
For example, in Rom 10:2 Paul explains that the Jewish people have an uninformed “zeal for
God.” Likewise, in this passage zeal is identified as negative (οὐ καλῶς; 4:17) and positive (ἐν
καλῷ; 4:18).424
Benjamin J. Lappenga has recently looked deeply into the connection between ζῆλος and
“the good” (especially καλός) in Greek sources. He has found significant evidence both among
inscriptions in which ζῆλος terminology promotes emulation of civic benefactors425 and among
literary sources in which pupils are frequently shown to “emulate” or “zealously seek” their
teachers.426 This latter evidence is especially relevant for 4:12–20 since in this passage Paul is
clearly presenting himself as a model for imitation. The language is also common in contexts of
“rivalry” which further explains its presence here.427 Paul is engaged in a kind of missionary
rivalry, a competition for the allegiance of his Galatian converts.428
The context of rivalry or competition suggested by “zeal” is inseparable from honorshame concerns in the first-century. In fact, Bruce J. Malina notes that “love of honor”
(φιλοτιμία) is sometimes translated as “rivalry” or “ambition.”429 Malina further describes
“assertive jealousy” as the kind of jealousy that “surfaces in rivalry or competition that benefits
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one’s in-group.”430 Malina even goes so far as to translate ζῆλος with the term,
“competitiveness.”431
The issue of “exclusion” (ἀλλὰ ἐκκλεῖσαι ὑμᾶς θέλουσιν) in the second half of this verse
(4:17b) confirms the idea that an honor competition is at play in this passage. In a collectivist
culture, one’s honor status is inextricably tied to group recognition.432 “Honor is fundamentally
the public recognition of one’s social standing.”433 To be “excluded” from one’s primary group
would entail public shame, especially if this group were conceived as a fictive-kinship group (as
the early Christian groups were).434 This phenomenon explains why Peter’s withdrawal from the
Gentile believers is such a stinging action (2:11–14). It represents Peter’s decision to side with
the “in-group” in treating the Galatians as the “excluded.” And it is in this collectivist context,
where exclusion represents public shame and inclusion represents public honor, that competitive
“zeal” is aroused.435 If Paul’s opponents could succeed in making the Galatians feel “cut off”
from the “true,” Jewish Messianic group, these believers would have powerful motivation to
accept circumcision.436
This same competition for converts is seen in other passages in which Paul speaks of
“zeal.” An illuminating parallel occurs in Rom 11:11–14 wherein Paul is explaining the
“mystery” of the gospel: The Gentiles have come into the Messianic kingdom before some of the
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Jews. And here Paul basically admits that he is hoping to do to his fellow Jews what he is afraid
his opponents are doing to the Galatians: Provoking them to ζῆλος! “Salvation has come to the
Gentiles, to make them jealous (παραζηλῶσαι)” (Rom 11:11). Paul apparently hopes that as they
see God working among the Gentiles, his Jewish brethren will begin to “jealously strive after”
the Messianic kingdom.
Another interesting parallel occurs at 2 Cor 11:2. Here Paul is the one who is “zealous”
for the Corinthians’ allegiance to the gospel as they are yielding to the message of “false
apostles.” He has a “jealousy of God” (ζηλῶ γὰρ ὑμᾶς θεοῦ ζήλῳ) for them in this matter, an
apparently pious and passionate concern. Once again, the term appears in the context of explicit
missionary competition (2 Cor 11:1–12:13) as Paul tries to protect his converts from giving
allegiance to “false apostles” (2 Cor 11:13). Strikingly (in comparison with Gal 4:12–20) the
gospel is at stake once again in this passage and it is particularly threatened by Paul’s
“weakness,” humility, and supposed inferiority (2 Cor 11:1–12:13). In 2 Corinthians Paul is
“zealously seeking” the Corinthians so that they will not be deceived by a “gospel” that reflects
the society’s understanding of honor. He is doing something similar in Galatians, only in this
case he explains that his opponents are the ones “zealously seeking” to capture the believers with
a fleshly version of the gospel.
The irony of Paul’s statements in both 4:12–20 and 2 Cor 11–12 is highlighted by
Lappenga’s observation that “the good” that was most often associated with “zeal” in the Greek
tradition could be equated with things like fame, power, and physical beauty.437 It is the “the
strong, powerful, noble ‘good’ that is the proper object of ζήλος” in Greek literature and
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inscriptions.438 Paul’s point is the opposite. In essence he says, “Be zealous for what is weak,
powerless, and offensive. Be zealous even for a life characterized by crucifixion.”439
There is another related reason that may explain why Paul mentions zeal in this passage:
Historically, zeal was a prized virtue for protecting the boundaries of the Jewish people.440 In
fact it is possible that Paul’s opponents were raising the issue to explain their actions.441 Paul has
already identified himself as a “zealot” (περισσοτέρως ζηλωτὴς ὑπάρχων τῶν πατρικῶν μου
παραδόσεων; 1:14) for the ancestral traditions of Judaism and as one who went so far as to
persecute Christians (1:13). Elsewhere he associates his past zeal with persecution of the church:
κατὰ ζῆλος διώκων τὴν ἐκκλησίαν (Phil 3:6). Paul continues in Phil 3 to explain how he had
abandoned all his former “honors” (or “gains,” κέρδη; Phil 3:7) in order to know Christ (Phil
3:8). He had traded his Jewish missionary zeal to experience both the suffering and the power of
the risen Jesus (Phil 3:8–11). The same nexus of ideas—including suffering and power, rejected
“fleshly” distinctions and honors— is apparent in Gal 4:12–20. Paul goes a step further in 4:17
specifying that the kind of zeal which formerly characterized his actions is actually
“dishonorable.”
So then, recognizing that he might lose his converts to those who are promoting fleshly
status distinctions, Paul chooses to turn the honor tables on his opponents in 4:17. What they are
presenting as greater in-group inclusion, a means to greater honor and more boasting, is actually
a dishonorable attempt to exclude the Galatians from the true community of Christ. As they look
to exclude the Galatians and to make themselves the object of the Galatians’ zealous desire (ἵνα
αὐτοὺς ζηλοῦτε), they are actually exposing themselves as dishonorable according to the
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standards of Christ. Their power-wielding, self-seeking approach to honor, while not at all
inappropriate according to the honor-shame values of the larger society,442 are seen to be “outgroup” behavior by those whose vision has been transformed by Christ. Moral action and social
location overlap as Paul tries to redefine honor according to the higher moral standards that
should be reflected in the community of the crucified Messiah. This community identifies honor
paradoxically in the lowly lifestyle of self-crucifixion and service to others (2:19–21; 4:12; 5:13;
6:14).
Having introduced “honor” and “zeal” in relation to his opponents in 4:17, Paul now
continues with these terms/concepts in relation to the Galatians’ behavior (4:18).443 A central
grammatical issue comes to the forefront in determining the meaning of this verse: What is the
voice of ζηλοῦσθαι? Most interpreters believe that it should be understood as passive since they
see no reason Paul would have changed from the active voice in 4:17 to the middle voice in
4:18.444 On this reading, the sense of the verse would be something like the following: “It is
always good (καλὸν)445 that you are courted/sought in a good way/thing (ἐν καλῷ), and I hope
this happens even when I am not present.”446 But not only does this interpretation risk turning
4:18 into a sudden clarification or side note, thus interfering with the rhetorical force of 4:12–20,
it also fails to do justice to the final clause of the verse: καὶ μὴ μόνον ἐν τῷ παρεῖναί με πρὸς
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understand καλὸν as the object of ζηλοῦσθαι here, but he does not show that this understanding is likely.
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ὑμᾶς. Paul consistently uses “presence” or “absence” terminology to encourage his audience to
practice certain behaviors in his absence (Phil 1:27; 2:12–14; 1 Cor 5:3; 2 Cor 10:2, 11; 13:2,
10).447 In fact he uses the same terminology to conclude the paragraph explicitly stating that he
wishes to “be present” (παρεῖναι) with them so that he could witness their behavior and “change
[his] tone” (4:20). Furthermore, this statement follows directly on the heels of Paul’s reminder
that they had been zealous in an honorable way when he was present with them previously
(4:13–15).448 The point of 4:18, then, is the same as the overall point of the paragraph: to
encourage the Galatians to behave honorably, in accordance with the gospel.
This understanding of the verse makes it more likely that ζηλοῦσθαι should be
understood in the middle voice here. We can only speculate as to why Paul changes from the
active voice in 4:17 to the middle in 4:18. It may be precisely because he wants to signal that he
is calling for the Galatians themselves to act. As Daniel B. Wallace says, the general function of
the middle voice is to “[emphasize] the subject’s participation” in the action of the verb.449
Having said in the previous verse that his opponents are exercising zeal in a dishonorable way,
Paul may now wish to clarify that his focus is on his audience, not his opponents. Since he
cannot use the second-person with the infinitive, the middle voice becomes a natural option to
convey the point. He is saying, “But I want you yourselves, not my opponents, to be zealous—as
you were at my initial visit!”

Although not all of these passages emphasize Paul's audience’s behavior in the same way, they all carry
the same implied exhortation to act in a certain way whether or not Paul is present. James G. Samara states that “it
has gone somewhat unnoticed that Paul understands the church as fulfilling the maturational aspect of his apostolic
task in his absence” (Being Conformed to Christ in Community: A Study of Maturity, Maturation and the Local
Church in the Undisputed Pauline Epistles [New York: T&T Clark, 2006], 52).
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Interpreters also disagree regarding the prepositional phrase ἐν καλῷ. Should it be
understood adverbially (“It is always honorable to be zealous in an honorable way”)450 or
substantivally (“It is always honorable to be zealous in what is honorable”)?451 While at first
glance the absence of the article might suggest the former interpretation, this understanding is by
no means necessary since the “generic article is frequently omitted, especially with abstracts …
without appreciable difference in meaning.”452 The interpretation here must be decided by
broader context. Once we treat ζηλοῦσθαι as a middle, however, neither understanding conflicts
with Paul’s basic point. He is urging the Galatians throughout this text to adopt a lifestyle that is
congruous with the crucified and risen Jesus. He now encourages them to be zealous, either “in
what is honorable” (which is the gospel-centered life) or “in an honorable way” (which is the
gospel-centered way).
The point to reiterate is that Paul’s use of καλός directly ties this discussion to his
argument in Galatians about what is truly honorable. As we saw previously, the use of καλός at
the beginning of this sentence likely designates a statement or maxim regarding what is
honorable. The prepositional phrase ἐν καλῷ adds rhetorical emphasis to the point: “It is
honorable to be zealous in what is honorable.” Added clarity comes from the following
expression: “always, and not only when I am present with you” (πάντοτε καὶ μὴ μόνον ἐν τῷ
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So Bruce, Galatians, 212; Fung, Galatians, 201; R. Longenecker, Galatians, 194; B. Longenecker,
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παρεῖναί με πρὸς ὑμᾶς). Here Paul reveals that his mind has not drifted from his original concern
to call the Galatians back to their initial, gospel-centered, weakness-embracing behavior. When
Paul was “present” with them, they had not “despised” his shameful condition (4:14). They had
been willing to suffer with him because of their joyful reception of the gospel (4:15). This
behavior was the truly honorable zeal Paul now seeks to restore among his converts.
The urgent appeal in 4:19 fits much better with this interpretation of 4:17–18. Paul is
directly addressing the threat that his opponents are presenting to his converts. He first exposes
the dishonorable zeal of his opponents that would ultimately exclude the Galatians from the
community of Christ (4:17). He then urges them to be zealous in what is truly honorable (or in a
way that is truly honorable) in his absence just as they had been in his presence (4:18). This
exhortation flows naturally into Paul’s climactic statement of concern that “Christ be formed” in
the Galatians (4:19). It is the crucified Christ presented throughout the letter (2:19–20; 3:1, 13;
5:11; 6:14) whom Paul invokes here. This Christ is the one who reverses human social values,
turning honor on its head. Only when Christ is formed among them will the Galatians have any
hope of resisting the society’s definition of honor and identifying what is truly καλός.
3.3 Theological and Ethical Conclusions
We have in this passage the first of many occasions in which Paul uses “good”
terminology to communicate something ethically climactic or significant. Two things stand out
about the statement here. First, Paul urges a Christian “zealotry” for “the good.” Paul apparently
believes that a passionate pursuit of “the good” should “always” characterize believers. He
deeply longs to see the passion that accompanied the Galatians’ conversion become a constant
experiential reality in their midst.
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Second, Paul uses καλός terminology to direct believers towards a different standard of
honor. The “good” that they are to zealously pursue is one that is truly praiseworthy or
honorable. It is not defined by social power but by the experienced power of the Spirit, which
paradoxically comes to those who are “weak” or socially dislocated. This kind of honor is only
recognized by those whose perspective has been renewed by Christ’s presence among them,
which Paul is “in labor” to produce. In this passage, then, Paul uses the “good” as a broad
designation for the truly honorable life that is patterned on the crucified Christ and empowered
by the Spirit.

Galatians 6:6–10
3.4 Introduction to Galatians 6:6–10
It is somewhat surprising to find that three occurrences of “the good” appear suddenly in
this short paragraph near the end of Paul’s discourse. Ἀγαθός appears at the beginning (6:6) and
the end of the paragraph (6:10) while καλός shows up at 6:9. The significant placement of this
terminology begs for an explanation but, as we will see, interpreters have very different ideas
about what that explanation is. The meaning of these terms, especially as they appear in 6:9–10,
has implications for the overall sense of this passage and for the argument of Galatians itself. We
will need to work through the relevant exegetical issues in this passage very carefully.
Below I will argue that Paul employs “good” terminology in this section to primarily
highlight the Christian obligation of helping the poor with material or financial resources. I will
first take a “bird’s-eye” view of the passage, establishing that the overall sense of this paragraph
relates to material concerns and showing how this sense connects with the larger argument of
Galatians, particularly noting how concern for the poor appears earlier in the discourse. I will
then walk through the passage at “ground-level” to confirm this sense with exegetical detail.
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3.5 Broad View: Financial-Material Sharing in Gal 6:6–10
Galatians 6:6–10 represents the final argument of Paul’s discourse and the conclusion to
the ethical section begun at 5:13.453 The apparent lack of logical or sequential clarity in the
broader unit (6:1–10) has led commentators to conclude that this material is a random collection
of disconnected paranesis or even that it has been interpolated.454 But many interpreters now
reject this approach, unwilling to accept that the same Paul who could structure such a careful
discourse would conclude the discourse in such a careless way.455 As Larry Hurtado states, “The
point to remember … is that the passage must be read within the context of the Galatian
controversy, for there is no other example in the fiery epistle of general statements unrelated to
the specific situation there.”456 Now increasingly scholars recognize that, at a general level, the
exhortations in this section flow from Paul’s concern to recommend the Spirit-led communal life
of loving unity as opposed to the divisive, fleshly communal life.457
While the basic coherence and connectedness of this material is now obvious, confusion
persists regarding the exact meaning of these verses. The difficulty is in part due to the fact that
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Witherington, Grace, 417, who sees 6:6–10 as the second half of the final argument contained in 6:1–
10; Gordon D. Fee, God’s Empowering Presence: The Holy Spirit in the Letters of Paul (Peabody, MA:
Hendrickson, 1994), 464–65.
454
See R. Longenecker’s summary, Galatians, 269–71.
455
In addition to those mentioned in the following sentence/note, cf. Fee, Presence, 464–66; Barclay,
Obeying, 147–55; Dunn, Galatians, 316; Longenecker, Galatians, 270–71; Witherington, Grace, 417–20.
456
Larry Hurtado, “The Jerusalem Collection and the Book of Galatians” in JSNT 5 (1979) 46–62 at 54. Cf.
Russell’s comments: “Again, the rationale can be appealed to that this tightly-argued and highly polemical epistle
does not allow for hypothetical or vague prescriptions for Christian living” (Flesh/Spirit, 181).
457
Cf. Barclay, Obeying, 167–69; Russell, Flesh/Spirit, 181; Fee, Presence, 459–60; Dunn, Galatians, 316.

90

two sets of interpretive evidence seem to point in two different directions regarding the overall
sense of the passage. One set of evidence indicates that Paul is summarizing and generalizing as
he brings his argument to conclusion.458 In support of this view, it can be argued that the
placement of this paragraph at the end of Paul’s argumentative section creates an expectation that
Paul will “sum up” the foregoing material. This expectation, then, appears to be confirmed by
Paul’s seemingly generic and climactic language. Paul’s talk of “sowing” and “reaping” to the
“flesh” or to the “Spirit” recalls all that he has been saying earlier in this ethical section (5:13–
26).459 The idea that this is a generic and climactic summary is further strengthened by Paul’s
tying this language to ultimate outcomes: “eternal life” or “destruction” (6:8). It is possible to
then read 6:9–10 as a continuation of this generic summary, now describing life in the Spirit as a
matter of “doing good.” As Gordon Fee says, “This is what everything has been about.”460
Despite the strength of this argument, I find a second set of evidence more persuasive.
This evidence indicates that Paul is specifying rather than generalizing with his final argument.461
A number of clues in the immediate context suggest that Paul is zeroing in on the issue of
financial/material support in the local Christian community with this final paragraph.462 The
most obvious backing for this view comes in 6:6 where Paul seems to indicate that teachers
should receive financial/material support from the local congregation. Three reasons may be
offered in support of this understanding: First, Paul’s use of κοινωνέω in this verse is likely a
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signal that financial giving is in view.463 Elsewhere Paul regularly uses this term (and its cognate
noun) to refer to financial matters (Rom 12:13; 15:26; 2 Cor 8:4; 9:13; Phil 1:5; 4:15). Second,
as we saw in Chapter 2, “good things” (ἀγαθοῖς; 6:6) is a frequent tag for material blessings in
Jewish literature (e.g., Deut 6:11; 26:11; Jdg 8:35). Third, the church’s responsibility to
financially support teachers is paralleled elsewhere in the Pauline corpus (1 Cor 9:3–14; 1 Tim
5:17–18).464
For these reasons, most interpreters recognize that 6:6 must be understood as an
exhortation for the financial or material support of teachers. But perhaps because they take 6:7–
10 to be a generic ethical summary, they struggle to explain the presence of 6:6. Richard N.
Longenecker identifies this verse as “the most puzzling of Paul’s directives” in the Galatian
discourse.465 Charles Cousar also calls it “something of a puzzle” and suggests it may just be an
“isolated exhortation.”466 James Dunn says it is a “sudden thought”467 while F. F. Bruce notes
that the teaching’s contextual relevance “is not immediately obvious.”468 Likewise, Jan
Lambrecht thinks that the command appears “rather unexpectedly.”469 It is important for the
financial/material view, then, not only to show that 6:6 is about the financial support of teachers,
but also to show how this verse is developed in the subsequent verses.
The first thing to note in this regard is that the parallel ἀγαθός terminology in 6:6 and
6:10 makes it natural to read 6:6–10 as a single unit. This structuring is supported by the fact that
vv. 7–9 are united by verbal links (σπείρω/θερίζω). Thus 6:6 and 6:10 appear to function as
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brackets around the related discussion in 6:7–9.470 In fact, Paul may be employing a chiasmus
that could be delineated in the following way:
A—Share Good Things (πᾶσιν ἀγαθοῖς) With Teachers (6:6)
B—Because You Will Reap (θερίσει) What You Sow (σπείρῃ) (6:7)
C—Sowing to Flesh (σπείρων εἰς τὴν σάρκα) Yields Destruction (6:8a)
C*—Sowing to the Spirit (σπείρων εἰς τὸ πνεῦμα) Yields Life (6:8b)
B*—Keep Doing Good (τὸ δὲ καλὸν ποιοῦντες μὴ ἐγκακῶμεν) Because You Will
Eventually Reap (θερίσομεν) What You Sow (6:9)
A*—Do the Good (ἐργαζώμεθα τὸ ἀγαθὸν) To All, Especially Believers (6:10)
Second, if this structuring is correct, we have added reason to suspect not only that this is
a single coherent paragraph, but also that Paul is dealing with the same basic issue from start to
finish. It is highly unlikely that he structured such a chiasmus only to bounce back and forth from
one issue to the next. This expectation of coherence is confirmed by the fact that the language of
“sowing and reaping” (σπείρω/θερίζω; vv. 7–9) appears elsewhere—and exclusively in this
particular combination—when Paul is dealing with financial/material matters (1 Cor 9:11; 2 Cor
9:6, 10).471 The context of the statements in 2 Cor 9 is especially noteworthy since here Paul
connects this “sowing” and “reaping” language with doing a “good work” (ἔργον ἀγαθόν; 9:8).
The similar confluence of terminology in these two passages (2 Cor 9:6–10 and Gal 6:6–10)
strongly suggests similar subject matter.
A third crucial point in support of the financial/material interpretation of this passage is
that this view is by far the best explanation for the appearance of ἀγαθός terminology at this
point in Paul’s discourse. We have already noted the preponderance of evidence in Jewish
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literature for “good things” being understood in a material way. In addition, we found evidence
in Chapter 2 for the phrase “do good” being used in the same way (cf. Ps 36:27). Furthermore,
although it would be premature to give significant weight to subsequent Pauline material at this
point in the study, I will argue in later chapters that “good” terminology and the phrase “do
good” in particular occurs in giving contexts elsewhere in Paul (e.g., 2 Thess 3:13; Phil 1:6).
To this material we may add the epigraphic evidence gathered by Bruce Winter
indicating that this phraseology was commonly used to designate civic benefactions. 472 Thus, the
phrase “do good” is a financial/material expression with which Paul’s audiences were likely
familiar.473 I do not wish to suggest that 6:10 is a technical call for public/civic benefactions. It is
unlikely that Paul would conclude his letter with an exhortation that only a few wealthy members
of the church would have the means to fulfill. Furthermore, how someone could carry out a
public benefaction directed “especially to the household of faith” (6:10b) is unclear. However, if
it is correct to believe that Paul’s audiences would be familiar with such terminology being used
for public benefactions, it is not difficult to believe that they might also apply such terminology
in a more general way to material/financial acts, including but not limited to public
benefactions.474
All these positive points in favor of the material/financial interpretation of 6:9–10 receive
substantial support from a negative one: Despite first appearances, the generalizing
interpretation, which sees 6:9–10 as a broad summary of the entire ethical discussion
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(5:13–6:10), does not actually work well as a summary. Dunn thinks that it “is a striking fact that
Paul can re-express his exhortations to ‘walk by the Spirit’ and ‘follow the Spirit’ (v.16, 25) in
such general terms….”475 It is striking indeed if these verses contain, as Dunn states, “nonspecifically Christian exhortation[s].”476 But not only does it seem intuitively unlikely that Paul
would summarize his “Christian” argument in a non-Christian way, if Paul is summarizing, he is
doing a poor job.
As we saw in Chapter 2, ἀγαθός generally has to do with seeking to benefit others. It is
closely associated with being generous and kind.477 While it can be brought into closer
association with δίκαιος as a generic moral term, this is not its most natural meaning. Therefore,
all that Paul says about moral behavior in Gal 5 as he discusses “walking in the Spirit,” is not
likely to find a fitting parallel in the phrase “do good.” This conclusion seems obvious even in
English, without reference to this Greek background. For example, while it makes sense to say
that putting away “envy” and “conceit” (5:26) are involved in “walking in the Spirit,” it is hard
to see how such actions should be called “doing good” or (especially) “doing good to all.” The
same could be said of the need to remove “sexual immorality” (5:19), “idolatry” (5:20), and
“drunkenness” (5:21) from one’s life. It is hard to imagine Paul saying something like, “Do not
commit sexual immorality with anyone, especially not with someone in the household of faith!”
Even positive Spirit-qualities like “joy,” “peace,” and “self-control” (5:22) are ill-expressed by
the phrase “do good to all.”
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3.6 Concern for the Poor in Galatians
The specifying interpretation is more promising for explaining why “good” terminology
appears in 6:6–10. That is, Paul chooses these terms because they clearly communicate his
concerns about a particular subject: that of material/financial assistance. While this interpretation
makes 6:6 less enigmatic (since it now appears as the introduction to an important concluding
paragraph rather than as a random or sudden thought), we still have to ask why Paul concludes
the argumentative section of his discourse with this particular paragraph. In his important work
on Paul and poverty, Bruce Longenecker suggests an answer to this question. He argues that
Paul’s concern for the poor has already appeared at a central place in this discourse (2:10), where
it has been directly tied to Paul’s gospel mission. The “only” (μόνον) thing the Jerusalem
apostles wanted to ensure Paul did as he took the gospel to the Gentiles was to “remember the
poor,” a task which Paul was himself already doing/eager to do (ὃ καὶ ἐσπούδασα αὐτὸ τοῦτο
ποιῆσαι; 2:10).478 Longenecker argues that this brief statement begins an interpretive arc that
finds its fulfillment in 6:6–10.479
Most scholars have failed to make this connection since they operate on the assumption
that 2:10 is a reference to the collection effort Paul undertook on behalf of the Jerusalem
“poor.”480 Longenecker convincingly undermines this traditional view. He shows that this
understanding was not the accepted one among the earliest interpreters of Galatians and he calls
into question the logic that identifies the “poor” with Jerusalem believers.481 Among other things,
it is quite surprising that Paul expresses such worry about his collection being accepted in
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Jerusalem (Rom 15:30–31) “if, in fact, he is doing nothing more than fulfilling an accord
previously established with the Jerusalem leadership.”482
If 2:10 is not an off-handed reminder about the Jerusalem collection, then how does it
function in this highly significant portion of Galatians? Longenecker answers that Paul’s (and the
Jerusalem leaders’) concern for the poor is inextricably tied to the “truth of the gospel” (2:5, 14)
itself. Gentile churches would be free from the burden of circumcision but they would not be free
from the Jewish practice of caring for the poor.483 The μόνος at the beginning of 2:10 implies not
that Paul is jumping to a new subject in the midst of all this “gospel” talk (2:2, 5, 7, 14), but that
he is clarifying what the Jerusalem leaders emphasized in their meeting. They “added nothing” to
his gospel (no circumcision or law-observance) “except” (μόνον) that he “remember the
poor.”484 Paul responds to this “addition” by noting that he was already involved in this social
work.485 In fact, the task of caring for the poor was “at the very heart of [Paul’s] gospel of
transformation-through-grace.”486
Having established that care for the poor is a gospel-issue set out early in the Galatian
discourse, Longenecker then argues that an interpretive “arc” can be identified flowing from this
passage and culminating in 6:6–10.487 He notes that had Paul mentioned something else as the
“only” thing “added” (e.g., “correct others in love” or “stand fast against adversity”), interpreters
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would quickly follow these threads through the letter.488 In a similar way, Longenecker believes
that this statement about the “poor” can be readily connected with the basic ethical message of
the discourse. Fundamental to Paul’s thought in Galatians is that believers have been freed from
the “present evil age” (1:4), an age characterized by “savage competitiveness and fiercelyengrained self-interestedness (5:19–21).”489 This ethos is replaced in Christ with “patterns of life
that conform to the cruciform pattern of the self-giving Christ.”490 This pattern of life, which had
already shown up in the Galatians’ experience when they first encountered Paul (4:12–15),491 is
the key to their “[fulfilling] the law of Christ” (6:2).492
When Paul commands generous giving in 6:6–10, he is only continuing a line of thought
begun very early in the discourse. The critical meeting at Jerusalem established that concern for
the poor was an essential piece of the gospel. Longenecker’s comments are worth quoting at
length here:
[Care for the poor] lies right at the heart of the ‘truth of the gospel’ that Paul was
defending in Jerusalem precisely because it is wholly in line with the cruciform
configuration of gospel morality. In Paul’s view, what the apostles were rubber-stamping
in Jerusalem was not merely a decision about circumcision. Instead, it was a decision
about the moral matrix that was to mark out all communities of Jesus-followers, and at
the heart of that matrix lies care for the vulnerable.493
This extended consideration of Longenecker’s argument has been important to establish
how a financial/material view of Gal 6:6–10 fits within the overall argument of the discourse.
We have seen that this passage appears at this ethically climactic juncture precisely because
“care for the vulnerable” is intricately tied to Paul’s “good news” for the Gentiles. This
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interpretation is to be preferred over against a generalizing one wherein Paul is understood to be
introducing new terminology to summarize preceding ethical material in the broadest way
possible. It remains now to briefly walk through the passage dealing with any significant
exegetical issues that have not already been addressed.
3.7 Exegetical Details of Gal 6:6–10
We have already noted the good reasons for understanding 6:6 as a reference to
financial/material support of teachers in the local congregation. The δέ at the beginning of this
verse signals a new development in the same argument.494 The idea of “bearing burdens” and
accountability before God, which is present in 6:1–5, is now further advanced in a discussion
about a specific kind of burden-bearing: that of financial support for teachers.495 The sharing of
“all good things” (ἐν πᾶσιν ἀγαθοῖς)496 creates a sense of exorbitance: Those who devote their
lives to teaching should be fully cared for by the body of believers. The articular singular τῷ
κατηχοῦντι (“the one who teaches”) probably indicates not one individual but a “class of
people.”497
A solemn warning introduces 6:7–8: Μὴ πλανᾶσθε, θεὸς οὐ μυκτηρίζεται. The
imperative πλανᾶσθε may be understood as a middle in which case we could translate it: “Do not
deceive yourselves!”498 The deception would be, in this context, to think that they could use
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material resources solely for their own gratification while bypassing any negative consequences
for these choices. Such actions would amount to viewing God’s concerns as irrelevant and,
therefore, to mocking him or treating him with contempt (μυκτηρίζω).499 This strong language
indicates the seriousness with which Paul takes the responsibility of Christian stewardship. The
explanation (γάρ) for this claim is given in 6:7b: “for whatever a person sows, this he will also
reap” (ὃ γὰρ ἐὰν σπείρῃ ἄνθρωπος, τοῦτο καὶ θερίσει).500
Paul continues with this “agricultural proverb” 501 in 6:8 as he re-introduces the Spiritflesh dichotomy that is central to the ethical material of the discourse.502 Here, he pictures a
person “sowing” (σπείρω) into and “reaping” (θερίζω) from either the world of the flesh or the
world of the Spirit. This return to the Spirit-flesh antithesis leads many to conclude that Paul
must be broadening the subject matter to include all kinds of ethical behaviors.503 But as we have
already noted, 6:6–10 is a carefully-arranged rhetorical unit, structured chiastically. As Hurtado
states, “The whole of Gal 6:6–10, then, is a single, cohesive appeal urging the Galatians to share
their material goods with others.”504 The clear financial meaning of 6:6 is confirmed not only by
the parallel ἀγαθός terminology in 6:10, but also by the fact that Paul elsewhere uses the
language of “sowing” and “reaping” to refer specifically to generous giving (1 Cor 9:11; 2 Cor
9:6, 10). Thus, Hurtado is probably on the right track when he says, “To ‘sow to one's own flesh’
would mean to keep all one's goods selfishly for one's own enjoyment. ‘Sowing to the Spirit’
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would mean giving one’s goods in response to the clear impulse of God’s Spirit to the need of
others.”505
Despite my belief that Paul is addressing financial matters specifically throughout this
paragraph, I am not necessarily convinced that broader ethical issues were entirely
“unintended.”506 Here we enter hermeneutical and philosophical territory that goes beyond the
scope of this study. I merely wish to relate what E. D. Hirsch pointed out long ago: “An author
almost always means more than he is aware of meaning, since he cannot explicitly pay attention
to all the aspects of his meaning.”507 Thus, without assuming to know all of his psychological
state, we may legitimately suspect that Paul means more than he specifies in this text.508 On the
other hand, the specific issue Paul addresses that legitimately affects other areas must not be
overlooked in the haste to identify broader applications.509
It is not immediately clear why Paul speaks of sowing to “one’s own flesh” (τὴν σάρκα
ἑαυτοῦ) in 6:8. Since the reflexive pronoun does not appear with the fifteen other occurrences of
σάρξ in Galatians, it is natural to seek a contextual explanation for its appearance here. Two
options present themselves: Either Paul is using the ἑαυτοῦ (6:8) to highlight Jewishness or he is
using it to highlight possessiveness. Both interpretations find a degree of contextual support. In
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considering which of these understandings is best, it will be helpful to explore the meaning of
σάρξ more broadly.
Traditional scholarship has viewed Paul’s flesh/Spirit contrast as a kind of
anthropological or existential dualism. As Rudolf Bultmann said when discussing flesh and sin,
“the subject self, the true self of man, is inwardly split.”510 But this view of “flesh” has been
called into serious question by more recent scholarship since it neither explains the radical,
eschatological alternatives Paul is presenting nor does it notice the redemptive-historical
background to this term’s usage.511 The move in scholarship has been away from seeing flesh as
an internal, anthropological condition and more towards viewing it as a “mode of existence,”512
one determined by the typical weakness of the human body/self apart from God’s Spirit.513 In
this way, when contrasted with the new eschatological age of the Spirit, σάρξ is a designation for
“‘the world’ and ‘the present age’”514 and “represents the environment of all human agency
untransformed by the Spirit….”515 Torah gets attached to this “fleshly” world first because of its
obvious link with the circumcised Jewish body and second because Paul locates it within the old,
“merely human” age.516 The system of norms and values that elevates circumcised flesh (or
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ethnic identity) over other human flesh is the same system that produces people and communities
who “bite and devour one another” (5:15).517
This connection of “flesh” with Torah opens the door for understanding “one’s own
flesh” in 6:8 as Paul’s attempt to warn against the Judaizing teaching that has driven much of
what he has already said in Galatians. In effect he would be saying, “Do not sow to your own
bodily, ethnic identity.” More specifically, some interpreters have suggested that Paul may be
warning the Galatians once again not to practice or rely on circumcision.518 But this view suffers
from making Paul change subjects rapidly, almost within the same breath. If it is correct to think
that “sowing to the Spirit” identifies financial/material giving, then Paul would be changing
focus from sharing material goods (“sowing to the Spirit”) to circumcision (“sowing to the
flesh”) while using the same language and imagery in a single verse. It is unlikely that Paul’s
audience would have followed such sudden rhetorical shifts.
Russell argues for a similar Jewishness (ethnic) emphasis in this passage while
maintaining a financial/material understanding of the “sowing” and “reaping” statements.519
According to his mirror-reading, the Jewish Christians in Galatia were being encouraged to give
financially to the Jewish/Judaizing community, a community that “emphasized the proper marks
on one’s own σάρξ and the proper constraint on one’s own σάρξ through obedience to
Torah….”520 While this view has some appeal, it renders the climax in 6:10 (“do good to all”)
less intelligible. Why would Paul instruct the Galatians to “do good to all” (6:10) if he has just
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finished telling them not to “do good” (i.e., to share material/financial goods) with his Jewish
opponents (6:7–8)? Furthermore, since on Russell’s view this same meaning is present
throughout much of Galatians, we are left to wonder why Paul uses the reflexive pronoun only in
this one passage. Why this emphasis at this point in the discourse? Why did Paul not say, for
example, “One’s own flesh desires against the Spirit” (5:17)? Or, “Those of Christ Jesus have
crucified their own flesh” (5:24)? The Jewishness view of 6:8 simply does not explain the
presence of the reflexive pronoun.
This brings us to consideration of the second interpretive option mentioned above, that
Paul is highlighting possessiveness in 6:8. When read in the context of financial/material sharing,
this interpretation is the simplest one available. This distinct phrase comes to mind because Paul
is here dealing with distinct subject-matter. Only here does Paul tie together “flesh” with the
issue of material sharing and only here does he think to mention “one’s own flesh.” In discussing
possessions, Paul’s mind naturally turns to what is one’s own. He seeks to counter the greedy
tendency of human beings to keep their material goods and to invest those “good things” in their
own selves. We must remember that while “flesh” can certainly indicate a “mode of existence”
in Paul, it is also fundamentally a bodily term and this bodily idea is never far removed when the
term is mentioned.521 When Paul speaks of “one’s own flesh” here, he does not mean “one’s own
mode of existence,” but rather “one’s own weak, bodily, ‘merely-human’ self.”522 The reflexive
pronoun likely appears at 6:8 because it naturally comes to mind when Paul wants to warn
against the “selfish” use of financial/material resources: “Fleshly” people tend to keep “their
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Paul’s usage. It often means more than body or physical nature, but it never leaves out that aspect of the term….”
(Witherington, Grace, 378).
522
Or as Dunn calls it, the “desiring I” (Theology, 67).
521

104

own” things for “their own” enjoyment.523 To put one’s goods into the service of one’s own
bodily enjoyment or selfish advancement is to “sow to one’s own flesh.”524
The farming imagery of 6:7–8 may extend into 6:9 with Paul envisioning the “weariness”
that accompanies hard physical labor.525 “Good” terminology appears again here, but this time
Paul uses καλός instead of ἀγαθός. Reasons for the change of terms are not immediately obvious.
Most interpreters assume that the terms are used interchangeably and thus the shift is
insignificant.526 It is possible that καλός is brought in to broaden the discussion from material
goods to more general “good” behavior,527 but then why the shift back to ἀγαθός in 6:10? It is
unlikely that Paul would intentionally broaden the discussion with this terminology, only to
narrow it again in the next breath. The parallel phrase in 2 Thess 3:13 (μὴ ἐγκακήσητε
καλοποιοῦντες), used in a material/financial context, lends support to the view that the same
ideas are in view here.528
Ridderbos suggests that καλός with its visual nuance may be pointing towards “good”
that is manifest.529 But this “evidence” is rather speculative and without further contextual
support it is difficult to be confident in this conclusion. Meanwhile, J. B. Lightfoot has pointed
out a rhetorical contrast that could explain the change: Paul uses καλός to respond to the κακός
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root in the verb, ἐγκακέω. Lightfoot suggests the following to explain this rhetoric in English: “in
well doing let us not show an ill heart.”530 Since as we saw in Chapter 2 ἀγαθός and καλός
overlap as synonyms, it is quite feasible that Paul would change terms for rhetorical purposes.
One should not be dogmatic about anything more than this.
In this instance, the use of δέ to introduce 6:9 probably marks a mild contrast with the
preceding material. Whereas Paul uses participles and third person verbs in 6:7–8 to express a
general principle, he now shifts to first-person verbs (ἐγκακῶμεν and θερίσομεν). Verses 7–8
address people in general: Anyone who does certain things, including those who live according
to the flesh, will reap accordingly. Verse 9 addresses the Galatian believers specifically: “let us
not grow weary as we do the good.”
The use of the articular τὸ καλόν likely recalls the synonym in 6:6.531 Thus, Paul is
making it clear that he is continuing the discussion of material sharing that was begun at 6:6. In
addition to using the article to reintroduce this terminology, Paul also places τὸ καλόν at the
beginning of the sentence to highlight “the good” as the central idea in focus for these final
verses of 6:9–10.532 This framing/wording has the cumulative effect of making the whole
paragraph stand out as an emphatic statement about “doing good.”
The use of the present subjunctive (ἐγκακῶμεν) and the present participles (ποιοῦντες;
ἐκλυόμενοι) creates an emphasis on present ongoing activity in contrast to future reward

530

Lightfoot, Galatians, 219. It should be noted that Lightfoot himself does not offer this contrast as the
sole explanation for the terminological shift. He opts for a “broadening” perspective as noted in the previous
paragraph.
531
According to Wallace, the anaphoric article may be used to reference a previously mentioned synonym
(Grammar, 219).
532
Runge defines emphasis as “Attracting extra attention to what was already most important….”
(Grammar, 272). One way to “emphasize” important material is to move it to the front of the sentence (cf. Runge,
Grammar, 272–74).

106

(expressed with the future, θερίσομεν).533 The temporal contrast is further highlighted by Paul’s
use of καιρῷ ἰδίῳ, a phrase that means something like “in due season.”534 This terminology
provides a link to 6:10 where Paul states, “So then, as we have this season (ὡς καιρὸν ἔχομεν),
let us do good….” With this language, along with the present-future contrast in 6:7–9, Paul
provides an eschatological framing for his “giving” ethic. He is not saying, “Do what is good
when you have a chance.”535 Rather, the new development in 6:10 indicates that, just as there
will be a season for reaping, there now is a season for sowing.536 Furnish, although incorrectly
generalizing this passage under the heading “love,” paraphrases the temporal, eschatological idea
well: “As long as this present eschatological time continues, it is in fact the time to love, and we
should be obedient in love.”537
It is important not to miss the climactic introductory formula that begins this verse: Ἄρα
οὖν (6:10). Longenecker’s comments are worth quoting at length here:
Gal 6:9–10 holds a key structural position in the unfolding of Paul’s Galatian letter,
representing the end result or ultimate outcome of his theological reflections. It is as if
Paul does not allow his theological discourse to end without first registering its practical
application in strong and recognizable tones (i.e., ‘therefore then’!). And central to that
practical application is an admonition to care for others, among whom the economically
insecure (i.e., ‘the poor’) would have taken pride of place.538
We may add to Longenecker’s observations that οὖν is a marker of both inferential
continuity and new development.539 It indicates a “closely related next step” in the argument.540
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In this case, the “next step” is also the climactic one. Having established that believers should
share material resources with “teachers” (6:6), that they should not selfishly possess these
resources (6:7–8), and that they should continue in generosity without “growing weary” (6:9),
Paul lifts his eyes to broader horizons: “Let us do good to all people” (6:10). The statement is
inferential in that it flows from the understanding that a lifestyle of generosity will lead to a
harvest from the Spirit (6:7–9); it is a new development in that it advances the breadth of the
exhortation to include “good deeds” towards all people, as long as the eschatological time clock
allows.541
As we saw above, the phrase, “do the good (ἀγαθόν)” finds parallels in Jewish literature
and in the benefaction tradition referring to material or financial benefits. Paul’s specific choice
of ἐργάζομαι here may be significant to his overall point. Frequently, this term refers to some
kind of employment in Paul’s writings (Rom 4:4–5; 1 Cor 4:12; 9:6; 1 Thess 2:9; 4:11; 2 Thess
3:12), although he also uses it in a broader moral way (Rom 2:10; 13:10).542 It is possible that
ἐργάζομαι is being used in Gal 6:10 to recall similar financial/material overtones. In that case,
the bigger picture idea is something akin to: “Let us work to produce good things for the sake of
others.”
The directive in 6:10 has both a universalistic and a particularistic emphasis.543 Paul
wants believers to “work the good to all” (ἐργαζώμεθα τὸ ἀγαθὸν πρὸς πάντας), as we just noted
above. But he recognizes a special concern for those who share faith in Christ (μάλιστα δὲ πρὸς
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τοὺς οἰκείους τῆς πίστεως). We have, then, a climactic, eschatological appeal for believers to
seek the well-being (especially the material/financial well-being) of all those in need, while they
make sure to prioritize care for their own brothers and sisters. It is striking, given that the point
has been generally overlooked in scholarship, that Paul can conclude the argument of his earliest
letter with such an appeal.544 This crucial financial/material argument highlights a major
oversight in the contemporary understanding of Pauline ethics.
3.8 Theological and Ethical Conclusions
Thirty years ago Richard Hays sought to show that Paul’s ethics in Galatians were not
merely loosely connected to his theology, but that they were concretely shaped by it. 545 It did not
seem likely to Hays that Paul’s world could be drastically rearranged by Christ while his ethics
remained substantially the same as they had always been.546 Hays then argues that Christ’s
humble, self-giving crucifixion forms the foundation for Paul’s directives in Galatians.547
Interestingly, however, although he considers how this pattern of Christ’s life touches on a
variety of passages in the epistle, Hays omits 6:6–10 entirely from consideration. Perhaps this
omission reflects the common view that Paul is generalizing in this paragraph, so much so that it
is difficult to discern how these particular injunctions attach to the center of his theology.
However, a material/financial view allows us to move past this difficulty. As we have
seen, the mutual burden-bearing which Paul enjoins upon the believers as the means to fulfilling
the law of Christ is given further expression in terms of “sharing” in 6:6–10. Furthermore, this
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kind of generous sharing was conjoined with the gospel (2:10) from Paul’s earliest days as a
missionary. It was not added because it was a random “extra,” but because it reflected the
narrative of the cross in a concrete and relevant way. As Longenecker states:
The gospel story of Jesus’ own self-giving for the benefit of others provided a theological
basis for Paul’s own efforts to build up communities in which the poor were not
overlooked but were explicitly targeted as deserving of corporate support … Paul’s
admonition ‘to do good to all’ in Gal 6:10 may be said to derive ultimately from the
narrative of ‘the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me’ (Gal 2:20; cf.
1:4)….548
It is also noteworthy that Paul grounds these instructions in the context of eschatological
sowing and reaping (6:7–9). It is clear that Paul believes in “judgment according to works” here
and that “working” (ἐργάζομαι; 6:10) really matters (but note that nothing is said about earning).
The eschatological present brings “the Spirit” into the conversation—operating in the Spiritsphere yields “eternal life.” Thus as we saw in Chapter 1, two critical features give shape and
motivation to Paul’s ethics: One is his Christology and the other is his eschatology (which
includes his pneumatology). These are the primary theological currents flowing in 6:6–10.
This passage represents the first place in the Pauline corpus in which Paul turns his gaze
outwards towards the broader society. While prioritizing the needs of their brothers and sisters in
Christ, believers should seek to “do good to all people.” We have, then, the beginnings of a
social ethic in Paul. Paul does not envision the church as an isolated community, only concerned
with its own well-being and survival. Rather, as a people living in the eschatologically-opportune
time, the church is looking to be a blessing to the world it encounters.
Since one of the tasks of this study is to clarify the relationship of “doing the good” in
Paul’s ethics to “love,” it is worth briefly noting that Paul says nothing of love in this passage.
However, it is difficult to believe that love should be entirely disconnected from what Paul says
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here. If we wish to allow that “burden-bearing” as a means to “fulfilling the law of Christ” (6:2)
involves love, then we must necessarily conclude that the extended discussion of
financial/material burden-bearing (6:6–10) involves love as well. Furthermore, since Paul has
just said that loving one’s neighbor “fulfills the whole law” (5:14), it is probable that love should
be included in the burden-bearing that “fulfills the law of Christ.” The link is both contextual and
semantic. While this analysis does not answer all the questions surrounding this issue (as we will
see in subsequent chapters), it does indicate that love and “doing the good” are closely related in
the book of Galatians.

Galatians 5:22
3.9 Brief Treatment of Galatians 5:22
Space does not allow, nor does context suggest, that we should treat the appearance of
ἀγαθωσύνη (5:22) at great length. As the term occurs only once in Galatians, and that within a
list of virtues, we simply have little evidence to work with. We must be content with definitional
guidelines and two contextual hints as to the term’s meaning here. It is likely (though evidence
does not allow dogmatism) that this term communicates the meaning of “generosity” in this
context.
The “fruit of the Spirit” list (5:22–23) occurs in the context of Paul’s ethical exhortations
at the close of his discourse (5:13–6:10). In 5:13–26 he is arguing for the clear superiority of the
Spirit’s way of life to the Judaizers’ law-based, “flesh”-bound way of life.549 In line with the
broader context, the virtues listed in this passage are not primarily inward and individual ones
but rather they are communal virtues that serve to preserve and strengthen the body of Christ.550
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Paul’s driving concern is to foster a community that reflects the Holy Spirit’s power rather than
“fleshly” human values. The contrast between “fruit of the Spirit” and “works of the flesh”
implies not passivity (as if Paul were opposed to any human effort) but empowerment. 551 When
the Spirit energizes a community, no law stands “over” or “against” it (κατὰ τῶν τοιούτων οὐκ
ἔστιν νόμος).552
One of the essential attributes of the Spirit-filled community that Paul commends is
ἀγαθωσύνη. BDAG defines ἀγαθωσύνη as a “positive moral quality characterized esp. by
interest in the welfare of others.”553 Two further glosses are offered: “goodness” and
“generosity.” For the latter BDAG mentions Gal 5:22 as the only biblical instance.554 Likewise
Thayer, while opting for a broader definition, suggests that ἀγαθωσύνη might mean
“beneficence” at Gal 5:22.555 Louw and Nida go further, prioritizing the element of generosity in
ἀγαθωσύνη when they offer the following: “the act of generous giving, with implication of its
relationship to goodness.”556 The lexical evidence at a minimum indicates that the understanding
of “generosity” is a possibility at 5:22.
Two contextual factors make this interpretation more likely. First, the preceding terms in
this list prepare us for this understanding. Paul’s use of μακροθυμία, χρηστότης, and ἀγαθωσύνη
together may form a cluster of virtues conveying a sequence moving from passivity to activity. 557
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Thus, Paul transitions from “patient endurance” (μακροθυμία) to “kindly disposition”
(χρηστότης) 558 to “[active] beneficence” (ἀγαθωσύνη).559 Even if this scale is rejected, one must
still ask why Paul uses both χρηστότης and ἀγαθωσύνη? The most plausible explanation is that
ἀγαθωσύνη is more specifically conveying the idea of “generosity” in contrast to either the
disposition of kindness or more generally kind actions expressed by χρηστότης. Of course, it is
possible that Paul uses both terms with hardly any distinction intended. But that would be the
only instance of redundancy in this list (5:22–23). If we assume that Paul is a nuanced thinker
and careful communicator, then it is probably best to concede redundancy only as a last resort.
Second, as I argued at length above, the cognate term in 6:6 and 6:10 (ἀγαθός) has a
material/financial sense. It is quite possible that, just as other terms in this list relate directly to
statements in the surrounding context (e.g., love, ἀγάπη; peace, εἰρήνη), so ἀγαθωσύνη may do
the same. More specifically, just as πραΰτης (5:23) prepares for restoration by πραΰτης in 6:1, so
ἀγαθωσύνη may prepare for the ideas in 6:6–10. It is important to remember that Paul’s
discourse would have been delivered orally and his audience would have heard 6:6–10 within a
few minutes of having heard 5:22. It is likely that in an oral culture, wherein audiences are
accustomed to listening carefully for rhetorical clues, that many in Paul’s audience would have
picked up on this clue as well.
If this interpretation is correct, then we have reason to think that Paul’s use of ἀγαθός
terminology is not as random as it has at first appeared. We may venture an informed guess that
Paul knew where his argument would end in 6:6–10, that he planned to use ἀγαθός terms to
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convey the idea of financial giving in the local community and beyond, and that he prepared for
this usage by listing ἀγαθωσύνη as one of the central communal virtues of the Spirit-led
community. All of this evidence indicates that Paul viewed generous giving and sharing as a
fundamental result of the Spirit’s work in the Christian community and as a central component of
Spirit-empowered ethics.
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Chapter 4: 1 and 2 Thessalonians
Paul’s first letter to the Thessalonians contains two ethically significant occurrences of
“the good”: ἀγαθός in 5:15 and καλός in 5:21. In 2 Thessalonians, ἀγαθωσύνη appears at 1:11,
ἀγαθός at 2:17, and the compound verb καλοποιέω at 3:13.560 These occurrences indicate that
Paul is continuing to use “the good” in ethically strategic and climactic junctures, just as he did
in his letter to the Galatians. We begin our analysis in 1 Thess 5 where Paul once again brings his
argument to a close using “good” terminology.

1 Thessalonians 5:15
4.0 Introduction to 1 Thessalonians 5:15
When Paul writes to the Thessalonians, he addresses a suffering and socially vulnerable
community of believers. Not only had their spiritual “father,” Paul (2:11), left town suddenly
after being publicly shamed (2:17; cf. Acts 17:1–15), but they themselves had also been the
victims of persecution (1:6; 2:14). Having abandoned the idolatry of their homeland (1:9), they
likely were experiencing exclusion, ridicule, and other forms of hostility.561 In addition to these
trials they had recently and unexpectedly lost dear loved ones (4:13–18). Paul writes, then, for
the purpose of expressing gratitude for having discovered through Timothy that the believers
were standing firm amidst all these trials (3:6–10) and for the purpose of further stabilizing them
in the faith. Chapters 1–3 of the letter narrate the history of the Thessalonians’ conversion and
Paul’s ministry among them, reminding the believers of the deep love and real faith they had
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come to share.562 Chapters 4–5 address more specific concerns, including ethical topics (e.g.,
sexual morality in 4:1–8) and eschatological perspectives (5:1–11).
A significant issue appears in 4:9–12 that is potentially relevant for our understanding of
5:12–15: the issue of idleness (ἄτακτος)563 and work. Paul is obviously determined to present
“work” as a good and necessary activity in both of the Thessalonian letters (1 Thess 2:9; 4:11–
12; 2 Thess 3:6–15). Traditionally, interpreters have speculated that this emphasis on work arises
because imminent eschatological expectation has led some believers to become idle.564 But Paul
nowhere connects the strong eschatological emphases of these letters with his discussions of
work and idleness.565 More recently, interpreters have suggested a persuasive alternative to this
understanding, one that is grounded in social (as opposed to theological) background.
Bruce Winter has been one of the leading advocates for this social/political approach,
arguing that Paul’s demand for believers to work arises because he “wished to break the strong
social convention which was part of the fabric of the life in politeia, i.e., the patron/client
relationship....’”566 Winter identifies a political background to multiple terms and phrases
appearing in 4:11–12. He shows that “to live quietly” (ἡσυχάζειν) can have to do with
withdrawal from public life while “to mind one’s own business” (πράσσειν τὰ ἴδια) is “clearly
the opposite of being concerned about the public activities of one’s patron.”567 To “be dependent
on no one” (μηδενὸς χρείαν ἔχητε) would obviously apply to a client’s dependence on his
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patron.568 So it appears to Winter (and to others)569 that in his concern for the church’s
impression on outsiders (1 Thess 4:12), Paul is asking the Thessalonians to avoid the “political
rabble-rousing” involved in patron/client relationships.570 Instead of being idle, Paul expects
believers to generate their own material resources so that they can “do good,” which according to
Winter means they will engage in “benefactions.”571 This background is obviously significant for
the interpretation of τὸ ἀγαθὸν διώκετε in 5:15.
I will argue below that 5:15 represents another strategically-placed exhortation to “do the
good” in Paul’s writings. In context, Paul presents the early Christians’ alternative to the OT’s
lex talionis. He employs ἀγαθός to convey the idea that believers are responsible for blessing
others instead of harming them. In the context of the Thessalonian letter, this idea is closely
related to the command to “love.” Furthermore, Paul once again ties “good” terminology to a
broader horizon by suggesting that believers are to engage in “good works” towards all people.
This text, then, gives insight into Paul’s thinking around both communal and social ethics.
4.1 Contextual Overview
The command to “pursue the good” (5:15) appears within the paranetic exhortations of
4:1–5:22. More specifically, it is one of fifteen rapid-fire imperatives that Paul includes in the
closing materials of 5:12–22. The list of imperatives may be extended to seventeen if we include
the two imperatival infinitives that occur in 5:12–13. In that case the command in 5:15 occurs
directly in the middle, and perhaps as a transitional exhortation, in this final paranetic section. It
may be helpful to see the commands isolated in list form:
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5:12—“Recognize those who labor among you” (εἰδέναι τοὺς κοπιῶντας ἐν ὑμῖν).
5:13a—“Regard them very highly in love” (ἡγεῖσθαι αὐτοὺς ὑπερεκπερισσοῦ ἐν ἀγάπῃ).
5:13b—“Maintain peace among yourselves” (εἰρηνεύετε ἐν ἑαυτοῖς).
5:14a—“Admonish the idle” (νουθετεῖτε τοὺς ἀτάκτους).
5:14b—“Encourage the despondent” (παραμυθεῖσθε τοὺς ὀλιγοψύχους).
5:14c—“Hold on to the weak” (ἀντέχεσθε τῶν ἀσθενῶν).
5:14d—“Be patient with all people” (μακροθυμεῖτε πρὸς πάντας).
5:15a—“Beware lest anyone should return evil for evil to someone” (ὁρᾶτε μή τις κακὸν ἀντὶ
κακοῦ τινι ἀποδῷ).
5:15b—“Pursue the good for one another and for all” (τὸ ἀγαθὸν διώκετε [καὶ] εἰς
ἀλλήλους καὶ εἰς πάντας).
5:16—“Rejoice always” (Πάντοτε χαίρετε).
5:17—“Pray constantly” (ἀδιαλείπτως προσεύχεσθε).
5:18—“Give thanks in every situation” (ἐν παντὶ εὐχαριστεῖτε).
5:19—“Do not stifle the Spirit” (τὸ πνεῦμα μὴ σβέννυτε).
5:20—“Do not despise prophecies” (προφητείας μὴ ἐξουθενεῖτε).
5:21a—“Examine all things” (πάντα δοκιμάζετε).
5:21b—“Cling to the good” (τὸ καλὸν κατέχετε).
5:22—“Abstain from every appearance of evil” (ἀπὸ παντὸς εἴδους πονηροῦ ἀπέχεσθε).
Among these seventeen commands, it is possible to identify a rough break in content that
occurs immediately after 5:15.572 Whereas Paul has addressed communal relationships with these
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first nine commands, he will now address communal worship with the following eight.573 Thus it
is possible that the command “pursue the good” is intended to climax or summarize the previous
material. In fact, Paul may have intentionally brought both sets of imperatives to a climax with a
statement about “good and evil.” Consider the following:
5:15a—“Beware lest anyone should return evil for evil to someone” (ὁρᾶτε μή τις κακὸν
ἀντὶ κακοῦ τινι ἀποδῷ).
5:15b—“Pursue the good for one another and for all” (τὸ ἀγαθὸν διώκετε [καὶ] εἰς
ἀλλήλους καὶ εἰς πάντας).
5:21b—“Cling to the good” (τὸ καλὸν κατέχετε).
5:22—“Abstain from every appearance of evil” (ἀπὸ παντὸς εἴδους πονηροῦ ἀπέχεσθε).
This parallelism confirms our argument that “good and evil” terminology is not at all randomly
chosen in Paul’s letters. When we arrive at these passages, we are dealing with significant, wellconsidered ethical instruction.
It is possible to specify the structure of these imperatives in a more detailed way as
follows:574
5:12–13—Respecting Congregational Leaders
5:14–15—Ministering to Troubled Congregational Members
5:16–18—Doing God’s Will in Congregational Worship
5:19–22—Testing Prophecy
Although this structure is largely accurate, the emphasis on “all” (πάντας) in vv. 14–15 renders
these verses incongruent with the heading “Ministering to Troubled Congregational Members.”
A better label might be “Ministering to One Another and All People.” Even on this more specific
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structuring, 5:15 still represents a significant transition in the overall section. As Weima says, it
“[creates] a kind of concluding climax….”575
Paul signals that he is introducing a new set of instructions at 5:14 with a similar formula
to the one used in 5:12: Παρακαλοῦμεν δὲ ὑμᾶς, ἀδελφοι.576 Although some have taken this
phrase to indicate that Paul is now shifting to address the leaders’ responsibilities, this view is
unlikely for several reasons. First, ἀδελφοι signals the whole church throughout the discourse
(e.g., 1:4; 2:1; 3:7; 4:13).577 Second, the absence of any grammatical marker to identify the
change of addressee is significant. The introductory δέ provides a rather weak contrast for such a
strong change. Third, the reciprocal pronoun ἀλλήλων would indicate that Paul is telling the
leaders to “do good” to each other and, perhaps secondarily (cf. Gal 6:10), to everyone else in the
church. But this makes very little sense, especially if “doing good” includes financial/material
help. Finally, elsewhere when Paul encourages believers to “do good,” he is addressing the
whole body of believers (Rom 12:17, 21; Gal 6:6–10; 2 Thess 3:13). Thus, while it is not
impossible that Paul is thinking of a special application of these teachings to leaders,578 he is
certainly not excluding the rest of the church from receiving these broad teachings.
4.2 “Good and Evil” at 5:15
The first half of this sentence expresses a core Christian579 teaching that finds its origin
in Jesus as well as in some Old Testament/Jewish teachings.580 Although Jesus did not use the
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specific phrase (“evil for evil”), he certainly communicated the same idea (Matt 5:38–48).581 In
addition, he urged that the response to evil be blessing, praying, and “doing good” (Luke 6:27–
28).582 It is a starting point for our examination to recognize that we are dealing with deep
Christian ideology concerning retaliation, vengeance, and (positively) love of enemies. 583 When
Paul commands the believers at Thessalonica to “pursue the good,” he is likely repeating a
widely accepted truth among followers of Jesus.584
The use of κακός (ὁρᾶτε μή τις κακὸν ἀντὶ κακοῦ τινι ἀποδῷ),585 a frequent opposite of
ἀγαθός, signals not just moral wrong but something that is harmful. Lexicons often separate the
moral meaning of this term (e.g., “evil”) from the meaning of “injury” or “harm.”586 But this
distinction likely overlooks the connection between the two ideas.587 Louw and Nida’s broad
statement is better: “pertaining to being bad, with the implication of being harmful and
damaging.”588 In the present passage, Paul is making a practical statement about hurting people,
not a statement about fixed moral ideals.589
This interpretation of κακός is strengthened by the potential echo of the lex talionis.
Interpreters often note the fact that Paul is here rejecting the OT teaching of “an eye for an eye”
but they seldom note the semantic overlap.590 For example, Exod 21:23–24 contains five ἀντὶ
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phrases: ψυχὴν ἀντὶ ψυχῆς ὀφθαλμὸν ἀντὶ ὀφθαλμοῦ ὀδόντα ἀντὶ ὀδόντος χεῖρα ἀντὶ χειρός
πόδα ἀντὶ ποδός (cf. Lev 24:20; Deut 19:21). All of these phrases contain only anarthous nouns.
Paul, who uses ἀντὶ only four times in the undisputed epistles and 2 Thessalonians (Rom 12:17;
1 Cor 11:15; 1 Thess 5:15; 2 Thess 2:10), here uses it in the same way: κακὸν ἀντὶ κακου (5:15a;
also in Rom 12:17; cf. Eph 5:31). If it is true that Paul is intending to reject the lex talionis in this
passage, then it is highly likely that the ἀντὶ phrase is an intentional echo of the parallel OT
phrases. Since these phrases clearly have “harm” or “injury” in view (cf. Exod 21:22–25), the
same is likely true in 5:15a (although the moral idea would not thereby be entirely excluded).
The contrast with κακός, (“that which is harmful”) prepares us to understand ἀγαθός in
its primary sense as “that which benefits.”591 Instead of causing harm to others, even to those
who harm us, Paul commands believers to “pursue what benefits” others. This understanding
brings ἀγαθός into close contact with ἀγάπη, which involves “active goodwill towards the
other.”592 Thus we might say that “the good” is the concrete expression of this goodwill. It is the
“warm regard for and interest in another”593 put into observable action.
A parallel exhortation to “love” in 3:12 confirms this interpretation. Here in the midst of
this transitional prayer that concludes the first part of the letter, Paul prays that the believers will
“increase and overflow in love for one another and for all people” (πλεονάσαι καὶ περισσεύσαι
τῇ ἀγάπῃ εἰς ἀλλήλους καὶ εἰς πάντας). The parallel usage of εἰς ἀλλήλους καὶ εἰς πάντας creates
a semantic link between these two texts that suggests common ideological territory. Since both
love and “doing the good” are directed to “one another” and to “all,” one might ask: How did

591
Charles J. Ellicott grasped this contrast in his A Critical and Grammatical Commentary on St. Paul’s
Epistle to the Thessalonians, 2nd ed. (Andover, MA: Draper, 1864 repr. Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 1998), 90.
592
Furnish, The Love Command, 195; Furnish states that “‘good’ is here virtually synonymous with
love….” (1 & 2 Thessalonians, 118).
593
BDAG, “ἀγάπη,” 6.

122

Paul mean for believers to “do good” to others in a way that does not involve loving them? The
ideas must be closely related, although not necessarily synonymous.
The connection between love and “the good” in this passage raises questions for Winter’s
benefaction thesis. Winter is certainly correct when he observes that this notion “stood at the
centre of Christian reflection and activity, viz. the doing of good that benefited the lives of
others.”594 But it is surprising, then, that he omits 5:15 from consideration, even as he addresses
1 Thess 4:11–12 and 2 Thess 3:13, especially as he considers Paul’s use of “doing the good”
[καλοποιοῦντες] in the latter passage.595 Perhaps he does so because there is no obvious
contextual reason why this passage should be restricted to a material or social application. The
contrast with the generic “evil for evil” phrase and the likely connection with love in 3:12 makes
a broader application of “doing the good” at 5:15 more probable. On the other hand, it is entirely
feasible that Paul would have meant for 5:15 to include material/financial/social “goods” and the
background material that Winter marshals would support such an inclusive meaning.
4.3 Pursuing “the Good” for All
Three other expressions in 5:15b provide insight into the ethical significance of this
teaching. First, Paul’s use of διώκω invokes an idea of unusual zealousness for “doing the good.”
This term frequently means “to persecute” (e.g., Matt 5:12; John 5:16; Phil 3:6) but can also
convey movement towards something in a rapid and decisive way.596 This latter sense probably
leads to its metaphorical extension in the realm of spirituality/morality: Thus, to “pursue” or
“strive after” something. Louw and Nida note that the term invokes “intensity of effort.”597
Elsewhere, Paul uses διώκω to encourage the “pursuit” of important Christian virtues such as
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peace (Rom 14:19), love (1 Cor 14:1), and hospitality (Rom 12:13). I. Howard Marshall captures
the overall point of 5:15b well: "...we must make it our definite goal to do good and strive to
achieve it.”598
There may be another reason that Paul chooses διώκω. Given that he is instructing the
believers in how to respond to “evil,” the thought-world and semantic-world of persecution
might naturally have come to mind. This would mean that when Paul speaks of not returning
“evil for evil,” he is primarily thinking of the injuries that outsiders are inflicting on the believing
community.599 Instead of responding with evil to those who are “pursuing” them (to harm them),
they should turn their attention to “pursuing” what is “good” for all people. This understanding
may find confirmation in Rom 12:13–14 where Paul first speaks of “pursuing hospitality” (τὴν
φιλοξενίαν διώκοντες; 12:13), then immediately uses the same term to address how believers
should treat their persecutors (εὐλογεῖτε τοὺς διώκοντας; 12:14). In other words, Paul is
comfortable connecting the positive idea of pursuing virtue with the negative idea of persecution
inherent in the term διώκω.
Two other expressions in 5:15b provide significant insight into Paul’s thinking about
“doing the good.” These two modifiers combine to “universalize” the teaching: πάντοτε and εἰς
πάντας. Paul wants the Thessalonians to do good “always” and “to all.” This expansive view
picks up on the patience that should be extended to all (5:14d) and is carried forward into the
following verses which enjoin rejoicing, praying, and giving thanks continually (5:16–18).
“Pursuing the good,” then, should be viewed in the same light as other fundamental Christian
behaviors such as prayer and thanksgiving. The use of the present tense verb (διώκετε) in
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combination with πάντοτε further indicates that Paul is urging a consistent, ongoing activity.600
Paul is not merely instructing them to resist aggressive responses to injury whenever such injury
should occur. Rather, they should already be thinking about how to continually “do good” to
everyone as a part of their basic Christian approach to living.
The inclusion of εἰς πάντας (“to all”) as well as εἰς ἀλλήλους (“to one another”) recalls
Gal 6:10 (ἐργαζώμεθα τὸ ἀγαθὸν πρὸς πάντας, μάλιστα δὲ πρὸς τοὺς οἰκείους τῆς πίστεως). The
verse as a whole finds another striking parallel in Rom 12:17, although there Paul uses καλός
instead of ἀγαθός: μηδενὶ κακὸν ἀντὶ κακοῦ ἀποδιδόντες, προνοούμενοι καλὰ ἐνώπιον πάντων
ἀνθρώπων. Furthermore, in 2 Cor 8:21 Paul urges believers to “Take thought for honorable
things not only before the Lord but also before people” (προνοοῦμεν καλὰ οὐ μόνον ἐνώπιον
κυρίου ἀλλὰ καὶ ἐνώπιον ἀνθρώπων). These verses combine to indicate that “good” terminology
has a special place in Paul’s thought concerning consideration and treatment of “outsiders.”601 In
spite of the fact that believers can expect to experience hostility from those outside the church,
they should be actively seeking the “good” of their persecutors (and everyone else).
4.4 Theological and Ethical Conclusions
This passage represents the second occasion in which Paul connects “the good” with a
concern for outsiders. In parallel to Gal 6:10 Paul commands believers to target both other
believers and unbelievers as they “pursue the good.” This is a critical and oft-overlooked
emphasis in Paul. By missing the significance of this statement, Dunn arrives at a rather severe
critique of Paul’s advice to the Thessalonians. He believes Paul is advocating that:
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they should keep themselves to themselves, and do what has to be done to support
themselves, but otherwise maintain their focus on being ready to welcome Christ in his
parousia. The Thessalonian congregation, in other words, is being encouraged to be a sort
of Christian equivalent to the Qumran community, and forerunner of many apocalyptic
sects which have spattered the history of Christianity.602
While it is true that Paul’s instructions are geared towards teaching the Thessalonians
how to survive in a hostile world, this only makes it more striking that he would place such an
emphatic statement about loving outsiders at a semi-climactic point in his paranetic teaching.
The parallel with Gal 6:10 indicates that Paul had thought carefully at an early date in his
ministry about the importance of believers acting with generosity and kindness towards
unbelievers. This attitude is not that of a Qumran sectarian.
Paul’s combination of πάντοτε with διώκετε in this passage indicates how central “doing
good” is to his ethics. Believers must “always pursue the good.” This is an active rather than a
reactive ethic. Paul does not counsel mere non-retaliation or self-restraint nor does he
recommend “doing good” only when opportunity arises. Instead, he urges an unrelenting,
intentional seeking out what is “good” for others, perhaps especially for those who have done us
harm. This generosity of spirit goes far beyond what is normally considered moral obligation and
goes “to the heart of Christian morality.”603
Finally, this passage highlights a close connection between love and “doing the good.”
The parallel language of 3:12 and 5:15 makes this connection unavoidable. Just as love has many
facets and expressions, so “doing the good” (in this passage) cannot be limited to any one kind of
action. This is not to say that the two ideas are synonymous; we will discuss the differences in
subsequent chapters. But for now, we can observe that Paul seems to have brought the two ideas
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into close contact. “Doing the good” as it appears in 5:15 is likely an extension of the love that is
so central to Paul’s ethics.

1 Thessalonians 5:21–22
4.5 Introduction to 1 Thessalonians 5:21–22
The first thing that stands out about “good” and “evil” in 1 Thess 5:21–22 is that Paul
chooses these terms to climax the argumentative portion of his letter just as he does in his letter
to the Galatians. As J. Paul Sampley has observed, in accordance with rhetorical convention,
Paul is drawing special attention to this material by putting it last.604 If Ben Witherington is
correct to identify 5:16–22 as the rhetorical peroratio, then we have added reason to expect
emotional climax in these verses.605 Once again, then, Paul chooses a highly significant moment
to talk about “the good.” The choice of terms cannot be accidental, especially when we consider
the parallel with 5:15 (already presented above):
5:15a—“Beware lest anyone should return evil for evil to someone” (ὁρᾶτε μή τις κακὸν
ἀντὶ κακοῦ τινι ἀποδῷ).
5:15b—“Pursue the good for one another and for all” (τὸ ἀγαθὸν διώκετε [καὶ] εἰς
ἀλλήλους καὶ εἰς πάντας).
5:21b—“Cling to the good” (τὸ καλὸν κατέχετε).
5:22—“Abstain from every appearance of evil” (ἀπὸ παντὸς εἴδους πονηροῦ ἀπέχεσθε).
Paul closes the two broad sections of exhortations with reference to considering what is “good”
and “evil” in both cases.606
I will argue below that, despite his use of similar terminology, Paul is making a much
different point at 5:21–22 than he is at 5:15. This final exhortation (5:21–22) occurs as Paul is
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addressing the worshipping assembly and specifically highlights the importance of “discerning”
prophecies in this assembly. Paul uses καλός in this context to represent prophecies that are
morally beautiful in contrast to those that might result from evil (πονηρός) spirits. I will first
establish that the context and structure of this passage suggest that prophecies are in view at
5:21–22. Then, after briefly discussing the important verb δοκιμάζω and its relation to prophecy
and ethics in this passage, I will examine three terms that support a “visual” understanding of
καλός in 5:21–22: δοκιμάζω (again), εἶδος, and πονηρός. These three terms combine to direct
attention towards the early Christian assembly in which spiritual beings became manifest for
“good” or “evil.”
4.6 Context and Structure
This passage concludes a line of thought begun at 5:16 in which Paul turns his attention
from relationships within the body of Christ (5:12-15) to the believers’ life with God.607 The
significance of the three commands in 5:16–18a (“Rejoice always;” “Pray constantly;” “Give
thanks in all circumstances”) is signaled by the emphatic explanation in 5:18b: “for this is the
will of God for you in Christ Jesus.”608 While the expansive ring of these commands means that
they likely apply beyond the communal worship gathering, it is probable that Paul means them to
apply to this assembly as well.609 The worship background and the Spirit’s connection to these
activities both in and outside the assembly likely explains the otherwise unexpected appearance
of the following verses: “Do not quench the Spirit” and “Do not despise prophecies” (5:19–
20).610 It is possible that Paul has heard reports about disturbances in the assembly (cf. 2 Thess
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2:2),611 although any attempt to mirror-read with precision must remain speculative. Whatever
stands in the background of this passage, it is clear that Paul writes to encourage both freedom
for the Spirit to act in the assembly and to restrain abuses that might accompany such activity.612
A major structural question arises concerning the relationship of the five imperatives in
vv. 19–22: Are the first two logically related to the following three (i.e., Is there an intricate
connection between what Paul says about prophecy and what he says about clinging to “the
good”?) or does Paul turn to discuss ethics at a more general level in 5:21–22? The former is
more likely. As we have just noted, the context of Spirit-led worship (5:16–18) prepares listeners
for the subsequent material about prophecy. This natural flow from joyful prayer and praise
(5:16–18) to prophetic Spirit-utterances (5:19–20) receives an abrupt and rhetorically inept
interruption if 5:21–22 backs away to a more general statement about ethical “good” and “evil.”
A careful communicator like Paul is not likely to have made such a confusing move.613
Furthermore, this whole section is bracketed by a concluding explanatory clause in 5:18b and the
beginning of the “wish-prayer” in 5:23.614
The δέ at the beginning of 5:21 is important for understanding how this material holds
together.615 As noted in the previous chapter, δέ is not a mere marker of contrast but rather an
indicator of a new development in a particular argument.616 In this case, however, the new
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development likely includes an element of contrast.617 Paul is suggesting an approach to
prophecy that does not involve rejecting or despising it. “Instead,” he says, “test all things….”
He then qualifies this instruction with two more commands: “Cling to what is good” and
“Abstain from every form of evil” (5:21b–22).618 Thus, 5:19–22 holds together as a single,
coherent unit of thought expressing first the importance of welcoming the Spirit in worship and
second the importance of limiting abuses of this phenomenon by testing.
Gordon Fee suggests the following structure in which two parallel statements bracket the
central command to “test all things”:
Do not quench the Spirit;
Do not despise prophecies;
But
Test all things:
Cling to the good;
Reject every evil form.619
While this structuring is helpful, an alternate possibility is that Paul is employing a
chiasmus in this paragraph. The flow of thought would be as follows:
A-Do not quench the Spirit;
B-Do not despise prophecies;
C-But test all things;
B*-Cling to the good;
A*-Reject every evil form.
On either structuring, these five short imperatives form a single unit with the idea of testing
prophecies at its center.
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4.7 Testing Prophecies
The word translated “test” is δοκιμάζω, an important term in Paul’s ethical thinking.620
This word involves “try[ing] to learn the genuineness of something by examination and
testing….”621 It was sometimes used in reference to testing the quality of gold or other metals.622
This background surfaces in 1 Pet 1:7 which speaks of “faith” being “more precious than gold
which perishes though tested (δοκιμαζομένου) by fire” (cf. 1 Cor 3:12–13). In 1 Thess 5:21–22,
it is prophecies rather than metals that are being examined.
An interesting parallel usage occurs in 1 John 4:1. Here, John instructs his audience not
to “believe every spirit but to test the spirits….” (μὴ παντὶ πνεύματι πιστεύετε ἀλλὰ δοκιμάζετε
τὰ πνεύματα). They are to engage in such testing since “many false-prophets” (πολλοὶ
ψευδοπροφῆται) are now in the world. While Paul does not elsewhere use δοκιμάζω to refer to
prophecy, the same idea is present in 1 Cor 14:29: “Let two or three prophets speak and let the
others pass judgment on what is said” (προφῆται δὲ δύο ἢ τρεῖς λαλείτωσαν καὶ οἱ ἄλλοι
διακρινέτωσαν; 1 Co 14:29).623 We have, then, both linguistic and conceptual linkages between
δοκιμάζω and the weighing of prophecy which increases the likelihood that all the material in
5:19–22 is interrelated.
Although Paul is narrowly focused on prophecy in this context, we should not assume
that this instruction is unrelated to ethical behavior. In addition to the more “predictive”
prophecies, ancient prophecies encompassed “commands, sanctions, or instructions to do
something.”624 Whether it involves general encouragement or a specific instruction, “genuine
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prophetic activity demands a response.”625 Especially for a church that had no stable NT canon
and no long-standing leadership hierarchy, prophecy and ethical living were deeply interrelated.
The early church clearly relied on hearing words from the Lord for the purpose of “edification”
(1 Cor 14:1–40). While instruction about prophecy may seem “anti-climactic” to modern readers,
it would probably have represented a major source of encouragement and guidance for those
early believers.626
After they test the prophecies, believers must decide how they will respond to them. They
should either “cling to” (κατέχω; 5:21b) what they hear or they should “abstain from” (ἀπέχω;
5:22) it. The former term (κατέχω) means to “continue to believe, with the implication of acting
in accordance with such belief.”627 It is used sometimes in the NT in regards to “traditions,
convictions, or beliefs” (Luke 8:15; 1 Cor 11:2)628 and may even be considered a “technical
term” for doctrinal fidelity.629 The latter term (ἀπέχω), in the middle voice with the genitive of
thing, means to “avoid contact with” or to “keep away” from something.630 There appears to be
no middle ground here for Paul. Discernment is meant to provide the clarity with which believers
can either firmly hold to a teaching or utterly shun it.
4.8 Καλός as Visible “Good”
It is “the good” (τὸ καλόν) prophecies that must be held fast. Although Best indicates that
no distinction should be drawn between καλός and ἀγαθός (in 5:15),631 it is worth considering
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whether Paul might have intended a difference. Ben Witherington suggests the following
distinction: καλός may refer to what “is good in itself” while ἀγαθός may refer to “what is good
in its results or practical effects.”632 This suggestion is moving in the right direction by
recognizing that ἀγαθός in 5:15 identifies what is beneficial to others. On the other hand, it is not
clear exactly what it means to say that καλός refers to what is “good in itself.” Would this
intrinsic goodness be separable from all “results” or “practical effects”?633 Furthermore, since
both terms can denote “good quality,”634 it is not obvious that Paul would have shifted to καλός
if he were merely wanting to express that idea. A better explanation for the change of terms is
available if we allow καλός to have its primary, core meaning as explained in Chapter 2, i.e., it
expresses “goodness as it appears to, and is realized by, others….”635 When used in moral
contexts, it “is not merely what is morally good and right, but also what recommends itself by
outward appearance.”636 I suggest, then, that καλός refers to the outward appearance of what is
morally “good” in 5:21.
This interpretation finds contextual support in the following ways. First, the context of
“testing” or “discernment” possibly implies the idea of visible or felt impressions. The
connection with metal testing, discussed above as background for δοκιμάζω, lends further weight
to this possibility. Some interpreters have observed that τὸ καλόν is used specifically for coins
that are tested and found genuine.637 We have a convergence, then, of δοκιμάζω and καλός to
indicate a highly visual background for this teaching. Linda M. Bridges makes the intriguing
suggestion that this language reflects Paul’s and his audience’s “artisan” employment.638
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According to Bridges, Paul is writing to people who knew how to examine work, identify what is
beautiful and discard the rest.639 It is possible that this background is emerging at 5:21–22.
Second, Paul’s use of εἶδος (“form” or “outward appearance”)640 in 5:22 points in this
direction. This choice of terms is not what would normally be expected in parallel to the simple
τὸ καλόν in 5:21. Why does Paul not simply say, “Cling to the good and keep away from the
evil”? Why break the rhetorical cadence to mention “every form of evil”? A number of
interpreters appeal to the rarer meaning of εἶδος as “kind” or “type” to suggest that Paul is
contrasting the unity of “the good” with the multiplicity of evils.641 While this interpretation is
possible, nothing in the context suggests it. Furthermore, Paul could have chosen several other
ways to speak of different “kinds” of evil (e.g., τύπος or τάξις or even πᾶς by itself; cf. 1 Tim
6:10) without confusing the issue. Instead, in a context that is already suggesting a visual
background, he chooses a word that primarily denotes a visible manifestation.642 In fact, the
LXX frequently brings εἶδος into contact with καλός when discussing visible appearance (e.g.,
Gen 29:17; 39:6; Deut 21:11; 1 Sam 25:3; 1 Esd 4:18; Est 2:2–3, 7; Jdt 8:7). The overlap of the
terms in this context is not likely coincidental.
Furthermore, Fee has made a strong case based upon Pauline usage that this phrase
should be translated “every evil form” instead of “every form of evil.”643 He notes that every
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time Paul uses a πᾶς + noun + adjective construction, the final adjective is never acting as a
substantive.644 Although it comes in the disputed epistles, the phrase “every evil work” (παντὸς
ἔργου πονηροῦ) in 2 Timothy 4:18 is especially revealing.645 This phrase is a near equivalent to
παντὸς εἴδους πονηροῦ in 1 Thess 5:22 and, along with Paul’s consistent usage of this
construction, renders it unlikely that πονηροῦ functions as a substantive here. If this
understanding is correct, then we have further confirmation that Paul is not speaking generically
of “kinds” of evil. Rather, he is likely contrasting the outward manifestation, the form or
appearance, of evil prophecies with the outward manifestation of “good” ones.646
A third piece of confirmation comes from the switch to πονηρός in 5:22 from κακός in
5:15. Although the terms overlap to a significant extent, πονηρός has to do with wickedness in a
more sinister sense, involving malevolent desires and intentions whereas κακός is more
associated with “injury,” particularly in 5:15.647 Especially significant in this context is the fact
that only πονηρός is used for Satan and demons in the NT.648 The designation is prevalent in 1
John where false prophecy and deceiving spirits are a major concern (1 John 2:13–14; 3:12;
5:18–19). It is plausible that in 1 Thess 5:22 Paul is drawing attention to the ability of evil spirits
to manifest themselves in the body of Christ through false prophets, or prophets who have been
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misled.649 This understanding would fit with what we know of oracular pagan prophecy in which
a “divine pneuma” would possess or influence a representative of the deity.650
It might be objected that prophecies are not “visible” and, thus, cannot qualify as a
“form” of anything. Two things may be said in response. First, it is possible that Paul is using
this term in an extended, metaphorical manner. Just as believers can sense what is “morally
beautiful” (τὸ καλὸν) without literally seeing it, so they can sense the appearance or impression
of evil without literally seeing it. Second, Paul may very well be thinking of the invisible spirit
becoming visible through the false-prophet. The spirit is in some sense taking form when it acts
on the prophet to speak what is misleading. Either of these explanations (or a combination of the
two) is better than the one usually offered, i.e., that Paul intends to make a philosophical
distinction between the oneness of “the good” and the multiplicity of evils. Paul is not concerned
about evil’s variation as much as he is its verification in this passage. That is, Paul is more
concerned that believers recognize evil whenever it appears before them than he is that they
understand its variegated nature. Therefore, it is not “types” of evil that are in view but “forms,”
the arresting manifestation of an evil spirit in their midst.
It may seem rather extreme for Paul to suggest that “evil spirits” might actually appear
among the believing community. However, we should remember that Paul elsewhere hints at the
possibility of “evil” words being spoken in the Christian assembly: “No one who is speaking in
the Spirit of God says, “Cursed be Jesus!” (οὐδεὶς ἐν πνεύματι θεοῦ λαλῶν λέγει· Ἀνάθεμα
Ἰησοῦς; 1 Cor 12:3).651 While Paul does not attribute this word to evil spirits, it is not difficult to
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believe that he would do so were he to give more information. Furthermore, as we saw above,
the author of 1 John certainly seemed to think that a variety of spirits might be manifest in
association with the Christian community. There is no reason to think that Paul could not have
had similar scenarios in mind. Along these lines, Nijay K. Gupta has recently suggested that Paul
may have been responding to the attempts of local pagan or Jewish prophets who were trying to
convince the Thessalonians to abandon their faith.652 Such a situation would certainly merit
Paul’s strong injunction to “reject the evil.”
“The good” (τὸ καλόν), then, in 5:22 refers to prophecies that are in some sense beautiful.
That is, they impact hearers with a perceptible goodness. They have a “moral beauty” about
them, although this should not be understood as opposed to doctrinal beauty since the two would
have overlapped significantly for the first Christians.653 At 5:16, Paul shifted from communal
relationships to God-directed activities. Now he is discussing the assembly’s practice of listening
to God through the prophets. In this context, it is the beauty of God that the believers identify
and cling to, in contrast to the manifestation of evil spirits.
4.9 Theological and Ethical Conclusions
It is striking that Paul places a passage about “good” and “evil” prophecies at the
pinnacle of his ethical teaching in this letter. The failure of modern readers to apprehend the
significance of Paul’s thinking at this point reflects the vastly different contemporary socialreligious context. As Luke Timothy Johnson has observed in regard to pagan prophetic practices,
people in antiquity knew what it was like to have their lives “organized around what is perceived
as a transcendent power.”654 Paul apparently expected the early believers to organize their lives
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in the same way. What the pagans might experience by traveling to an oracle, believers can
experience in their regular gatherings. God himself, a living, relational being, would speak
directly to his gathered people through prophecies. Nothing was more important to Paul’s ethics
than the presence and guidance of the living God.
The appropriate response to prophecies is “discernment.” Members of the body are not
simply to be passively driven about by “every spirit,” but they are to actively engage in “testing”
whatever is said. The assumption is that believers in general, not just prophets, have the Spirit of
God and are able to critically examine and identify what is of the Spirit and what is not. Later in
this study, we will see how Paul expects all believers to use their renewed minds to recognize
and embrace what is “good.” The process appears to be an essential part of living a life that is
pleasing to God (cf. Rom 12:2). In this early passage, we see that Paul was already expecting
believers to exercise critical judgments to differentiate what is truly of God in their assemblies,
and thus, to take decisive action for “the good.”

2 Thessalonians 1:11
4.10 Introduction to 2 Thessalonians 1:11
Not long after sending his first letter to the Thessalonians, Paul composed a second
one.655 Shorter in length and sharper in tone, this letter takes aim at the continuing issues of
eschatological confusion and idle disruption.656 Paul identifies the heart of the problem in 2:1–3
where he warns the Thessalonians against deception concerning the “day of the Lord.” Instead of
being caught up in apocalyptic anticipation, Paul urges the Thessalonians to recognize that this
coming is less imminent than some have thought and to devote themselves to Christ in the

Dunn notes that this dating is preferred by the “great majority of those who accept Pauline authorship of
2 Thessalonians” (Beginning, 717 n. 287). For arguments in favor of Pauline authorship, see Dunn’s Beginning,
714–15; Johnson, Writings, 287–88.
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present.657 As he makes this case Paul offers two pivotal prayers that each refer to “doing the
good” (1:11; 2:17) and one climactic exhortation towards the same end (3:13). The placement
and frequency of these exhortations highlights the significance of “doing the good” in Paul’s
ethical thinking at the time he wrote 2 Thessalonians.
After beginning with an expression of thanksgiving for the Thessalonians’ faith, love, and
perseverance in the face of suffering (1:3–4), Paul launches into a pronouncement of judgment
on the Thessalonians’ opponents (1:5–10). Attention is on the “Lord Jesus Christ” throughout
this opening section and the entire letter. The full phrase “Lord Jesus Christ” occurs three times
in the first chapter (1:1, 2, 12), again in the subsequent 2:1, and five more times in the letter
(2:14, 16; 3:6, 12, 17). The shorter “Lord Jesus” occurs at 1:7, 8, 12 and 2:8 while the isolated
“Lord” appears nine times (1:9; 2:2, 13; 3:1, 3, 4, 5, 16 [2x]). This conspicuous emphasis on
Jesus as Lord highlights Jesus’ exalted position, perhaps in special contrast to the shameful
persecution which the Thessalonians are experiencing.658 Paul wants the Thessalonians to know
that Jesus is the true Lord and that they will eventually receive justice and glory with him (1:10;
2:14). The prayer in 1:11–12 arises from this emphasis on the Lord Jesus coming to vindicate
and glorify his people.
After briefly establishing below that Paul’s emphasis in this prayer falls on the present
time, I will then show that Paul once again uses ἀγαθός language, ἀγαθωσύνη in particular, to
encourage believers towards actions that benefit the lives of others. More specifically, the phrase
εὐδοκίαν ἀγαθωσύνης suggests kind desires and intentions arising from a goodness of character.
Further consideration of the immediate context indicates that “goodness” appears in this text as a
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significant conduit for the power of God to carry forward the central mission of Jesus through his
church.
4.11 Basic Orientation and Temporal Framework
Paul first prays that God will count the Thessalonians “worthy of [this] calling” (ἀξιώσῃ
τῆς κλήσεως; 1:11a). His use of ἀξιόω corresponds to his use of καταξιόω in 1:5 and indicates
that he is employing an inclusio to bracket this sub-section (1:5–12) within the broader
thanksgiving section begun at 1:3. Just as he begins by reminding the Thessalonians that they
will be “considered worthy of the kingdom of God” (1:5), so now he concludes with a prayer that
God would “consider” the Thessalonians “worthy of [their] calling” (ἀξιώσῃ τῆς κλήσεως;
1:11).659 The basic idea is that God treats the Thessalonians as those who have “worth,”
“dignity,” or “honor,” even as they are shamed by their contemporaries.660
Although the connection with 1:5–10 might suggest a future orientation for this
statement, the parallel with 1:11b—which clearly refers to the present—indicates that Paul has
shifted focus to the present with this prayer. The same verb tense and mood are used and a
simple καί connects the two parts of the sentence:
ἵνα ὑμᾶς ἀξιώσῃ τῆς κλήσεως ὁ θεὸς ἡμῶν
καὶ
πληρώσῃ πᾶσαν εὐδοκίαν ἀγαθωσύνης….
It is unlikely that Paul begins with a prayer for future vindication (1:11a), only to immediately
return to a prayer for their present activity (1:11b) without any grammatical indication that the
focus has changed.

659
In all likelihood, ἀξιόω means “to count worthy” or “to consider worthy,” not “to make worthy.” BDAG
states that the translation “make worthy” at 2 Thess 1:11 “lacks lexical support” (“ἀξιόω,” 94); cf. Wanamaker,
Thessalonians, 233.
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Cf. Green for the connection with “honor” and “dignity” (Thessalonians, 285); cf. also LSJ (Abridged),
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It is important to qualify this conclusion, however, with the recognition that for Paul the
present and future overlap significantly. Both “kingdom” and “calling” have present and future
dimensions to them (cf. Rom 14:17; 1 Cor 4:20; Col 1:13; 1 Thess 2:12; 2 Thess 2:13–14). This
is perhaps why he moves so fluidly from emphasizing one to the other; for him, they are
integrally connected. Therefore, while I conclude that the emphasis falls on the present in 1:11–
12, I also conclude that this present emphasis is ultimately inseparable from the future dimension
in Paul’s thinking. John Byron strikes the right note when he says, “Paul’s prayer, then, is for the
present with an eye on the future.”661
At this point it is helpful to look ahead to 1:12 in which a similar question arises: When is
the “glorification” to occur, now or in the future? Paul says that the point of the actions identified
in 1:11b is ὅπως ἐνδοξασθῇ τὸ ὄνομα τοῦ κυρίου ἡμῶν Ἰησοῦ ἐν ὑμῖν, καὶ ὑμεῖς ἐν αὐτῷ (1:12).
If this scenario is to occur in the future then once again Paul has shifted from the present (1:11b)
back to the future (1:12). Although it is significant that Paul has already referred to the future
glorification of Jesus in 1:10, it is equally significant that he has shifted to a present focus at
1:11b and, if I am correct, at 1:11a.662 Therefore it is possible that he is using the same terms
already introduced in 1:5–10 with a slightly different emphasis in 1:11–12.663 I would suggest
that as Paul moves into prayer, his mind begins to focus more on the present reality of the
believers’ lives and he prays accordingly. It is future glory that would emerge through suffering
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that motivates the opening statement (1:5); it is present life that motivates the concluding prayer
(1:11–12). As believers engage in “good works,” Jesus is glorified in the present. 664
4.12 εὐδοκίαν ἀγαθωσύνης
The heart of this study’s concern appears in 1:11b with the phrase εὐδοκίαν ἀγαθωσύνης.
Several important exegetical questions surround this phrase, the first being whether it refers to
God’s εὐδοκίαν ἀγαθωσύνης or the Thessalonians’. Although εὐδοκία is commonly used with
reference to God, the parallel phrase “work of faith” (ἔργον πίστεως) seems to decisively favor
the latter understanding.665 In the previous letter, this same phrase (ἔργου τῆς πίστεως; 1 Thess
1:3) is clearly used to refer to the Thessalonians’ “work.” There it probably means “work that
proceeds from faith”666 and it likely means the same thing here. The idea that the Thessalonians’
behavior is in view is further strengthened by the fact that Paul uses ἀγαθωσύνη exclusively
elsewhere for human conduct and/or virtue (Gal 5:22; Rom 15:14; cf. Eph 5:9).667
A more difficult issue involves the translation of this phrase εὐδοκίαν ἀγαθωσύνης. First,
should εὐδοκία be understood as “desire,”668 “resolve,”669 “good pleasure,”670 or something else?
The term is almost entirely a Jewish-Christian one and refers primarily to God’s “pleasure, grace
or will” (along with its Hebrew counterpart, )רצֹון.
ָ 671 It would be nearly impossible to settle on
one gloss to the complete exclusion of the others since what pleases God is inseparable from
what he wills and what he wills is inseparable from what he desires. However, the term
highlights God’s pleasure in a way that goes beyond what is reflected in the terms “will” or

Cf. Rigaux: “Fallait-il dire qu’au dernier jour le nom du Seigneur Jésus serait glorifié << par la charité
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“desire”672 and thus it is probably best to regularly translate it with the more encompassing,
“good pleasure.”673
To have εὐδοκία towards someone is to have a desire or intention to show them favor. As
BDAG suggests, it is to be “kindly disposed” towards them.674 This nuance is helpfully
illuminated by considering how God’s “good pleasure” is distinguished from his “will” in Eph
1:5.675 The gift of being “adopted as sons” happens “according to the good pleasure of God’s
will” (κατὰ τὴν εὐδοκίαν τοῦ θελήματος αὐτοῦ). That is to say that God’s will, which might
include any number of things unrelated to the audience, includes a kind intention towards them
(cf. Phil 1:15; Rom 10:1). It is likely that similar kind intentions are in view at 2 Thess 1:11. This
would explain why Paul uses this rare term here rather than a more generic term for “desire”
(e.g., θέλημα): He is expressing a specific kind of desire or will, one that seeks to “do good” to
others.
How, then, are we to understand the genitive construction εὐδοκίαν ἀγαθωσύνης? Two
options present themselves. One is to take ἀγαθωσύνης as an objective genitive and thus translate
it as “resolve for goodness” or “good pleasure for goodness.”676 The other is to take the genitive
as in some sense the subject or source of εὐδοκίαν with the understanding being “good pleasure
prompted by goodness” or “good pleasure springing from goodness.”677 While the former

Cf. L&N, “εὐδοκία, ας,” 1:25.88 and 1:25.8
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understanding makes for more pleasant English rhetoric, the latter understanding should be
preferred for the following reasons.
First, the parallel phrase ἔργον πίστεως seems likely to be a genitive of subject or source,
thus, “work prompted by faith.”678 It is certainly not an objective genitive which would indicate
that the Thessalonians are working for faith or working to achieve faith. As noted above, the
same phrase in 1 Thess 1:3 (ἔργου τῆς πίστεως), used alongside “labor of love” (κόπου τῆς
ἀγάπης) and “steadfastness of hope” (ὑπομονῆς τῆς ἐλπίδος), appears to mean “work prompted
by faith,” and “lacking any convincing argument to the contrary there is no reason for not taking
it in much the same way” at 2 Thess 1:11.679 While it is not necessary to understand the two
genitive phrases in 1:11 in the exact same way, it is natural to do so.
Second, Paul’s use of ἀγαθωσύνη suggests this understanding. Most commentators seem
not to have noticed that had Paul wanted to express an objective idea, it would have been simpler
and clearer for him to choose the more concrete term ἀγαθός which occurs frequently in the
Pauline corpus. Instead, he chooses a more abstract term that occurs only two other times in his
undisputed writings (Gal 5:22; Rom 15:14; cf. Eph 5:9). According to TDNT, ἀγαθωσύνη
“indicates the quality which a man has….”680 While this quality is not neatly separable from
behavior (cf. Neh 9:25), it does serve as a foundation for behavior. “Good” actions arise from
goodness of character much as righteous judgments arise from δικαιοσύνη (cf. Rom 3:21–26; Ps
95:13) and “good works” arise from faith (1:11b).
Although it is possible for “goodness” to be particularized as an object or something that
persons “do” (e.g., Jdg 9:16), Paul elsewhere uses ἀγαθός when he wants to express this
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objective idea. He speaks of “doing” (Gal 6:10), “pursuing” (1 Thess 5:15), “discerning” (Rom
12:2), and “clinging to” (Rom 12:9) “the good” (ἀγαθός). The question is: Why does he choose
ἀγαθωσύνη at this particular point when a simpler, clearer, more common alternative was
available? A likely answer is that ἀγαθωσύνη could identify the source of the believers’ “good
pleasure” in a way that ἀγαθός could not. The parallel phrase (ἔργον πίστεως), indicating that
faith is the source of the believers’ “work,” renders this conclusion highly probable.
We are now in a position to make the meaning of this whole phrase explicit. We may
begin by remembering that ἀγαθός carries with it the fundamental sense of “blessing” or
“benefiting” others. In line with this understanding, ἀγαθωσύνη is “the virtue of the generous
and sympathetic man, whose chief desire is to be beneficent, and who is willing to make
allowances….”681 As we have seen, εὐδοκία when directed towards others implies a “favorable
disposition” or “kind intentions.” The phrase as a whole, then, has to do with intending to do
things that will bless the lives of others. We could paraphrase, “May God fulfill your every
intention to practice kindness towards others that arises from your generous and beneficent
character.”682 This understanding stands in contrast to the more generic idea conveyed by Martin
that “good resolve expresses the internal will to live a godly life.”683 Paul is not encouraging
generic Christian ethics as much as specific Christian beneficence.684
Before continuing, we should consider the relationship between the phrases εὐδοκίαν
ἀγαθωσύνης and ἔργον πίστεως. Marshall suggests that together they form a hendiadys with little
discernible difference between them.685 However, given the internal nature of εὐδοκία, it is more

681

Plummer, Thessalonians, 32.
This understanding bears an interesting resemblance to Paul’s teaching concerning ἀγάπη.
683
Martin, Thessalonians, 218.
684
Green suggests that the “‘goodwill’ issues in their labors on behalf of others, whether they be within or
outside the community of faith (1 Thess. 3:12; Thessalonians, 297).
685
Marshall, Thessalonians, 182.
682

145

likely that Paul is moving from “internal will” to “outward expression.”686 Just as Paul can speak
of the “desire” (θέλω) and “work” (ἐνεργέω) of the Philippians (Phil 2:13), so here he identifies
desires and works as well. By specifying so carefully, Paul highlights both the extent to which
the Thessalonians’ behavior is being transformed (including both internal and external
dimensions) and the extent to which God is active in this process as the one who “fulfills”
(πληρόω).687
4.13 The Means and Purpose of “Doing Good”
In addition to learning that Paul prays for the Thessalonians to do “good works” in this
passage, we also learn several things about how Paul understood the means and purpose of these
works. First, Paul prays that God will “fulfill” (πληρόω) all of the Thessalonians’ “good” desires
and works of faith. The idea conveyed by πληρόω is one of “completion” or “fullness.”688 It
involves “bringing something to its fullest expression….”689 The combination of this verb with
the adjective πᾶσαν further creates a sense of abundance and effectiveness. Paul prays and
perhaps expects that God will act alongside “every” “good” intention and effort of the
Thessalonians to produce results that far exceed their human capacity.
The final prepositional phrase “in power” (ἐν δυνάμει) continues Paul’s emphasis on
God’s action through the believers’ works.690 This conjunction of God’s power with human
action highlights one of the major paradoxes in Pauline ethics. Paul does not shy away from
stressing both divine and human agency, even indicating that the believers’ actions are in some
sense dependent on answers to his prayers.691 But it is important not to import broader
686
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theological ideas regarding the logical or temporal order of the divine-human interaction into this
particular passage. The emphasis in this text is not on “God’s prior action.”692 Nor is Paul
praying that God will “bring about the goodness of will (eudokia) that leads to goodness of
action.”693 Nor again is he addressing “human response to the promptings of the Spirit.”694 While
these expressions are all sound theologically, they do not rise to the surface in 2 Thess 1:11.
Rather, in this text Paul speaks of God’s fulfilling their “good” intentions and efforts. The idea of
“completion” contained in πληρόω may indicate something that “was already begun,”695 and at
the very least it does not indicate the initiation of an activity. The emphasis here is not on God’s
initiative but on his accomplishment.696
Finally, as we have already briefly discussed, the purpose of the Thessalonians’ works is
“so that the name of our Lord Jesus might be glorified in you and you in him” (ὅπως ἐνδοξασθῇ
τὸ ὄνομα τοῦ κυρίου ἡμῶν Ἰησοῦ ἐν ὑμῖν, καὶ ὑμεῖς ἐν αὐτῷ). Having already established that
the temporal emphasis of this phrase is on the present but not to the full exclusion of the future,
we can now address other central exegetical issues. First, what does it mean for Jesus to be
“glorified” (ἐνδοξασθῇ)? According to BDAG, the root word δοξάζω means “to influence one’s
opinion about another so as to enhance the latter’s reputation.”697 In addition, the mention of
Jesus’ “name” (ὄνομα) indicates that reputation or honor is in view.698 So Paul’s point is that the
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believers’ behavior, accompanied by the power of God, will influence people’s opinions about
Jesus so that his reputation is advanced or his honor enhanced (cf. Rom 9:17).
This interpretation understands ἐν ὑμῖν in an instrumental or causal sense.699 That is, Paul
prays that the name of the Lord will be magnified “by” or “because of” the Thessalonians’
behavior.700 Not only does this reading best explain the connection between this clause and the
“good works” in the previous verse but it also captures Paul’s consistent concern for the impact
of Christian behavior on outsiders (2 Cor 8:21; Rom 12:17; cf. Col 4:5–6; Titus 2:7–10).701 As
this study has already indicated, Paul’s “doing the good” instruction is closely related to his
concern for “all people” (Gal 6:10; 1 Thess 5:15).702 In addition, Paul speaks specifically
elsewhere of God’s “name” being dishonored because of the behavior of his people. In Rom 2:24
Paul laments that “the name of God is blasphemed among the Gentiles on account of you” (τὸ
ὄνομα τοῦ θεοῦ δι᾽ ὑμᾶς βλασφημεῖται ἐν τοῖς ἔθνεσιν; cf. 1 Tim 6:1). There it is the
hypocritical behavior of the Jews that Paul identifies as the source of “blasphemy” against God.
He is making the exact opposite point in 2 Thess 1:11–12.703
How, then, should we understand the second part of this clause, καὶ ὑμεῖς ἐν αὐτῷ?704
While it is possible that Paul shifts to a different meaning with this second prepositional phrase
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(e.g., “in his presence and glory”),705 the close conjunction of the two ἐν phrases suggests that
they should be understood in the same way.706 Just as Jesus is glorified because of what the
believers do, so the believers are glorified because of what Jesus does.707 As Marshall puts it, the
Thessalonians “share in glorification through him and what he has done for them.”708 The point
is not that unbelievers begin to give praise to believers as they do to Jesus. Rather, because Jesus
has rescued believers from their hopeless condition, they now share in his innate “gloriousness”
(cf. 2 Cor 3:18) and are included within his glorious entourage, in a way that points others to
him.709
As we have noted, Paul’s present emphasis in this prayer does not exclude a future
resonance and perhaps this last phrase more than any other demonstrates how the two timeframes overlap in his mind. Given Paul’s consistent encouragement regarding the future
glorification of believers (Rom 8:18; Phil 3:21; cf. Col 3:4),710 it is difficult to think that the
future is not at least obliquely included in this phrase. However, glory is also regularly associated
with the present behavior of believers in Paul’s writings (Gal 1:24; 1 Cor 6:20; 2 Cor 9:3; Rom
15:6).711 Indeed, in one of the most glory-centric texts in the NT (2 Cor 3:7–18), Paul identifies
transformation into the image of Christ as the present glory of believers (2 Cor 3:18).712
Therefore, while we should not seek to narrowly confine Paul’s language so as to make him
incapable of broader or more inclusive statements, it is still safe to conclude that the primary
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emphasis of this phrase is on the present: The Thessalonians are glorified by receiving from
Jesus a “growing Christlikeness”713 which results in “good works.”
4.14 Theological and Ethical Conclusions
This short prayer contains a number of important insights concerning Paul’s theological
and ethical vision for believers. First, we have seen that God is centrally involved in the
believers’ “good works.” Paul prays that God will “consider them worthy,” not in this case
worthy of final salvation, but worthy of the “glorious” life to which he has called them. Paul
continues to ask that as God considers them worthy, he will bring complete fullness to every
“good” effort that the Thessalonians initiate and that he will do so in the power of the Holy
Spirit. All of this indicates that Paul expects God to bring about powerful results when the
Thessalonians pursue “good deeds.”
Second, Paul indicates that the believers’ “good” intentions spring from a “goodness” of
character, just as their deeds spring from faith in Jesus. Paul, then, sees a foundation for “good”
action that goes beyond mere human will power. Although he does not identify the source of the
foundational character, it is worth noting that both “goodness” and “faith”/“faithfulness” are
included within the “fruit of the Spirit” in Gal 5:22. Furthermore, the combination of εὐδοκία
and ἀγαθωσύνη indicates that Paul is thinking specifically of kind actions that benefit the lives of
others. “Blessing” is the aim of these works more than “rightness.”
Finally, we have seen that the purpose of these “good works” is the reciprocal
glorification of Jesus and his people. While Paul undoubtedly would not have wanted to exclude
future glorification from his statements, the emphasis in this prayer is on the present. The name
of Jesus is exalted when believers have a Christ-like concern for others that issues in “good
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works.” We might say that Paul understands “good works” to be missiological as well as ethical.
As believers begin to demonstrate the glorious character of Christ in their own lives, unbelievers
begin to recognize this glory and to honor the name of Jesus appropriately. Likewise, Jesus
makes the believers “glorious” by transforming them into his image and including them within
the circle of honor extending from himself.

2 Thessalonians 2:16–17
4.15 Introduction to 2 Thessalonians 2:16–17
After introducing his main concerns about the parousia and the Thessalonians’
steadfastness in 1:3–12, Paul gets more specific about the central issue guiding this letter: He
does not want them to be “shaken” (σαλευθῆναι) or “disturbed” (θροεῖσθαι) by the possibility,
apparently communicated by some unidentified person(s), that “the day of the Lord has come”
(2:1–2). To counter this teaching, Paul offers a famously enigmatic statement about the
“apostasy” in which he reminds the Thessalonians that the end will not occur before the “man of
lawlessness” is revealed (2:3–12). While the precise details of its meaning may remain obscure,
the overall effect is to firmly establish that the parousia has not yet occurred and will not occur
until the “the one who restrains” (ὁ κατέχων) stops restraining (2:6–7). With this teaching Paul
puts the Thessalonians’ minds at ease and prepares them to “stand firm” (2:15) in the present.
As he draws this section to a close, Paul begins describing the unbelievers who are
involved in the apostasy (2:10–12). They are “perishing” (τοῖς ἀπολλυμένοις), they do not love
the truth (τὴν ἀγάπην τῆς ἀληθείας οὐκ ἐδέξαντο), and they enjoy “unrighteousness”
(εὐδοκήσαντες τῇ ἀδικίᾳ). This description prepares for a major contrast in 2:13–14 in which
Paul again thanks God for the Thessalonians who are “loved by the Lord” (ἠγαπημένοι ὑπὸ
κυρίου), “chosen” (εἵλατο ὑμᾶς), and “called” to “glory” (ἐκάλεσεν ὑμᾶς…εἰς περιποίησιν
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δόξης). Having emphatically reinforced their identity with this contrast, Paul issues a climactic
exhortation: Ἄρα οὖν, ἀδελφοί, στήκετε καὶ κρατεῖτε τὰς παραδόσεις ἃς ἐδιδάχθητε εἴτε διὰ
λόγου εἴτε δι᾽ ἐπιστολῆς ἡμῶν (2:15). The point is that Paul’s converts must “stand firm” and
“cling to the traditions” which have come through his own teaching while resisting the confusion
that might arise from other sources.
Following this exhortation, Paul returns again to prayer for the Thessalonians and once
again his mind turns to “good works” (2:16–17). This short prayer succinctly captures the
interplay between present and future in this letter as Paul asks that God, who has already given
them “hope,” would also prepare them to “do good.” I will argue below that ἀγαθός is once again
employed to describe deeds that bless and benefit others. The prayer indicates that Paul’s
thinking is remarkably God-centered, even as he urges believers towards “good works.” Not only
does he ground the prayer in God’s past acts of love, but he also suggests that God’s present
inward work on the believers’ hearts is necessary to accomplish the “good deeds” for which he
prays.
4.16 Grounded in Hope—2:16
Paul signals a new development in the argument with the introductory δέ at 2:16.714 Just
as he did in 1:11–12, Paul concludes his line of thought with a prayer. He addresses this prayer to
both “our Lord Jesus Christ” (ὁ κύριος ἡμῶν Ἰησοῦς Χριστὸς) and “God our Father” (θεὸς ὁ
πατὴρ ἡμῶν) and qualifies this address with the following description: ὁ ἀγαπήσας ἡμᾶς καὶ
δοὺς παράκλησιν αἰωνίαν καὶ ἐλπίδα ἀγαθὴν ἐν χάριτι (“who loved us and gave us eternal
comfort and good hope by grace”). The prayer functions both to “bring closure” to the argument
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begun in 2:1–2715 and to prepare for the exhortations in 3:1–15.716 Thus, once again Paul has
chosen a strategic moment to highlight “the good.”
It is not clear whether the παράκλησιν spoken of in this verse should be understood as
“comfort” or “encouragement.”717 Plummer may be correct to suggest that “we need both words”
to capture Paul’s meaning.718 Regardless of which translation is chosen, the use of the adjective
αἰωνίαν alongside the parallel phrase “good hope” (ἐλπίδα ἀγαθήν), a phrase that referred to life
after death in the Greek world (cf. 1 Thess 4:13–18),719 makes it clear that this is an
eschatologically oriented “comfort” or “encouragement.”720 To hope is to “look forward with
confidence to that which is good and beneficial….”721 Paul’s point is that the believers can now
anticipate eternal “good” and thus have eternal comfort. This comfort/encouragement/hope with
respect to eternity serves as a foundation for the present prayer.722
The phrase ἐλπίδα ἀγαθὴν brings ἀγαθός back into view. Since this phrase had currency
in the Hellenistic world (as just noted), we should not try to identify “some special meaning” in
“good.”723 In fact, Paul may have chosen the term precisely to provide a rhetorical backdrop for
the exhortation in 2:17. The most basic sense of ἀγαθός is obvious here: Hope is “good” because
it benefits the one who possesses it. “Good hope” that benefits the Thessalonians prepares them
to engage in “good works” that benefit the lives of others.724
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4.17 Divine Encouragement and Strength—2:17a
The “eternal encouragement” (παράκλησιν αἰωνίαν) of 2:16 anticipates the first request
of 2:17: “May [God] encourage your hearts” (παρακαλέσαι ὑμῶν τὰς καρδίας).725 The forwarded
ὑμῶν indicates a transition in emphasis from 2:16 in which Paul had included himself by using
third-person pronouns. Now he focuses entirely on what he is asking God to do for the
Thessalonians. It is likely that παρακαλέσαι in 2:17 should be understood in the same sense as
the cognate noun in 2:16. Thus the emphasis is not on “divine moral exhortation,”726 but rather
on divine encouragement, which may include a moral element but is not limited to such. While it
is certainly true that the “heart” is the “center of [the believers’] moral existence,”727 it is also the
center of thought, emotion, and desire.728 The combination of παρακαλέω with καρδία elsewhere
in the Pauline tradition to express encouragement of the emotions (Eph 6:22; Col 2:2; 4:8) might
suggest that an emotional component is primary in this text.729
Some interpreters argue that “hearts” is the object of the first verb but not the second
(στηρίζω). This position allows them to make a distinction between the inner encouragement of
the heart and outer strengthening of behavior in Paul’s prayer.730 But in the absence of any other
stated object, it is more natural to assume that “hearts” is the object of both verbs.731 The verb
στηρίζω itself means to be “inwardly firm or committed”732 and thus naturally takes “hearts” as

The use of the optative mood signals a “wish-prayer” (Wanamaker, Thessalonians, 271).
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explain why Paul would change his meaning in the next verse (Thessalonians, 332). What is finally decisive is that
elsewhere when Paul combines παρακαλέω with καρδία (Eph 6:22; Col 2:2; 4:8), “encouragement” seems to be in
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an object. The prayer, then, is for an internal encouragement and strengthening (2:17a) that
issues in external expression (2:17b). While there may be a progression from παρακαλέω to
στηρίζω, it is not from “internal encouragement” to “external strengthening.” Rather, Paul may
be subtly capturing two important components of moral formation, both internal—emotional
encouragement and volitional strengthening. Both the deep feelings of the heart and the deep
commitment of the heart are essential in the process of doing “good deeds.”733
4.18 “Every Good Work and Word”—2:17b
With 2:17b, we arrive at the concrete, external expression for which Paul prays: “May
God encourage your hearts and strengthen them in every good work and word” (ἐν παντὶ ἔργῳ
καὶ λόγῳ ἀγαθῷ). Of the twelve entries offered by BDAG for the preposition ἐν, the one which
fits best here is a “marker denoting the object to which something happens….”734 The object or
goal of God’s strengthening and encouraging is “good works” among the Thessalonians.
Paul’s use of παντί along with both “work” and “word” creates a “comprehensive” sense
to the exhortation.735 He is praying for an abundance of “good” things in the Christian
community. Contrary to what some suggest, however, the phrase is not meant to include “all
Christian behavior.”736 As Plummer states in regard to λόγῳ, what Paul has in mind here is
“every kind and beneficent word, for which there is opportunity daily and hourly for soothing
and aiding others.”737 Not only is this meaning the primary and natural one for ἀγαθός (as we
have seen), but it also connects in this verse to the ἐλπίδα ἀγαθὴν of 2:16, which is clearly a
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blessed or beneficial hope. Just as God has blessed the Thessalonians with a “good” hope for the
future, so they are to bless others with “good” words and deeds.
Gene L. Green notes that the combination of “word and deed” in reference to “good” and
“evil” is common in ancient writings, citing instances in both Plato and Xenophon.738 One of the
passages from Xenophon recalls Socrates’ view that “those who render no service either by word
or deed (μήτε λόγῳ μήτ᾿ ἔργῳ), who cannot help army or city or the people itself in time of need,
ought to be stopped….”739 Here we encounter again the ancient understanding that a “good” and
noble person is the one who is of benefit to the city or larger people-group.740 Later in this same
work, Socrates encourages his dialogue partner Chaerecrates to engage in “kind” words and
deeds (λόγῳ καὶ ἔργῳ εὖ) towards a potential enemy.741 These kind actions include things like
offering a friend a seat or giving him a bed in which to rest.742 Thus it appears that the expression
“word and work” could identify both public/civic and private acts of kindness.
In agreement with the former reference (i.e., public/civic aid), Frederick Danker has
compiled evidence for this combination being used for benefactions. One interesting decree
records how the benefactor Menas convinced a military general to act kindly toward a particular
city.743 As the city faced other challenges, Menas “in word and deed continued to discharge his
responsibilities in superb fashion by dedicating himself unstintingly to everything that would be
advantageous to the city….”744 Menas acted as a benefactor for the city by interceding for them
“in word.” Indeed, the need for legal intercession was one reason that clients depended upon
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patrons.745 Such intercessory words, or words spoken on behalf of others in some way, would
have been included in Paul’s meaning at 2:17. The primary point to observe, however, in both
the benefaction materials and in the Xenophon references above, is that they are addressing
“words” and “works” that help or benefit others.
It is possible that Paul’s use of λόγος in 2:17 is prompted by his broader concern with
false spoken words in this epistle. His warning against misguided words (λόγου; 2:2) and his
reminder about the traditions given through the apostolic words (λόγου; 2:15) serve as a bracket
around the section that precedes the prayer in 2:16–17. Furthermore, Paul begins the next section
by asking for prayer that the “word of the Lord” (λόγος τοῦ κυρίου) might spread (3:1). It is this
rhetorical situation that likely moves Paul to include λόγῳ ἀγαθῷ at 2:17. The parallel with
“work” (ἔργον), however, prevents the conclusion that Paul is merely encouraging them to
continue in “correct doctrine” as communicated by the apostles.746 Nevertheless, since the gospel
itself is a word of beneficial goodness, it is not necessary to drive a firm wedge between
doctrinal and ethical “good” words.
We have already noted that the prayer in 2:16–17 is transitional. One of the key
indicators of this transition is the term ἔργον. Although this noun does not occur in the following
chapter, the verbal equivalent ἐργάζομαι appears four times (3:8, 10, 11, 12). Paul’s intention to
address “work” in the subsequent material may explain why he places “work” before “word”
here in contrast to his usage elsewhere (cf. Rom 15:18; Col 3:17).747 While the use of “every”
and “good” make it impossible to limit the work in 2:17 to the “labor” (3:8) described in 3:6–12,
if this labor was undertaken for the benefit of others then it would certainly be included within
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this broad phrase. In fact, we might wonder whether Paul had his final instructions about work in
mind when he first mentioned a “work of faith” (ἔργον πίστεως) in 1:11. In that case, both
strategically-placed prayers (1:11–12; 2:16–17) that discuss “goodness” and “work” would find
their denouement in Paul’s final extended section of exhortations about work (3:6–12), which
just so happens to be followed by another exhortation about “doing good” (3:13). While Paul’s
meaning in these prayers should not be restricted to some kind of economic labor, it may be that
he has linked these prayers and exhortations together so as to create a greater rhetorical impact.
4.19 Theological and Ethical Conclusions
The first conclusion that emerges in this text, in agreement with previous passages
considered, is that Paul is calling believers to consider how they can bless others. The prayer is
not that they “first, do no harm,” or that they merely “do the right thing;” the prayer is that they
learn to do what is truly helpful to others. Also in agreement with previous passages considered
(1 Thess 5:15; 2 Thess 1:11), the use of πᾶς and the conjunction of “work” and “word” in this
text has an expansive ring to it. While prayer may incline Paul towards a bit of overstatement (cf.
1 Cor 1:4–5; cf. Col 1:9–11), we should not minimize the Pauline expectation. Even if we adjust
for hyperbole, it seems that Paul anticipates an overflow of “good deeds” to be happening in
Christian community.
Another important emphasis in this passage falls on the connection between divine
activity and human behavior. Paul begins his prayer with a recognition of God’s past action in
loving and providing hope to the Thessalonians. He then asks God to act in the present by
working internally on the Thessalonians’ emotions and will. Significantly, the “heart” appears as
the primary locus of God’s activity. The prayer is for God to impact the deepest level of the
human being so that external works and words will flow from divine inner strength. It is
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appropriate, then, to say that Paul is convinced that believers are able to bless others as a result of
God’s blessing them, both in the past and in the present.

2 Thessalonians 3:13
4.20 Introduction to 2 Thessalonians 3:13
After completing the wish-prayer of 2:16–17, Paul, with his mind still on prayer, asks the
Thessalonians to pray for him (3:1–2). This request for prayer quickly gives way to further
encouragement for the Thessalonians (3:3–4) as Paul expresses confidence both in the Lord’s
faithfulness (3:3) and in the Thessalonians’ obedience to the things he has “commanded” them
(3:4). After one more prayer for the Lord to “guide your hearts to the love of God and to the
endurance of Christ” (3:5), Paul returns to specific commands that he wants to put before the
Thessalonians’ minds as he closes the letter (3:6–15). These commands address the problem of
the “idle” (ἀτάκτως) in the Christian community.748 Paul instructs all the believers to follow his
example in working (3:7–9, 11–12) and to refuse fellowship with those who disobey this
command (3:6, 10, 14–15). Towards the end of this short section, he includes an exhortation
about “the good”: “But you, brothers and sisters, do not grow weary in doing good” (ὑμεῖς δέ,
ἀδελφοί, μὴ ἐγκακήσητε καλοποιοῦντες; 3:13).
It is possible to understand this command in one of two ways, depending on how one
translates the key participle καλοποιοῦντες; either Paul is instructing the believers to “do what is
right” or he is instructing them to “do what is good.” I will argue below that the latter is in view.
But further specification is necessary. In the present context Paul is not just urging generic “good

Technically, the term means “disorderly” but the particular disorder in view throughout this section is
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deeds” but specific benevolence towards the needy in the Christian community, and perhaps
beyond. Much like the parallel statement in Gal 6:9, this statement is about material beneficence.
I will argue in four stages below: First, the social background and immediate context
suggest that material/financial issues are under consideration. Second, the structure of 3:6–15,
especially the close connection of 3:13 with 3:6–12, supports this understanding. Third, the
meaning of καλοποιέω in this particular context makes best sense if it refers to
benefactions/benevolence. Finally, comparison with the parallel statement in Gal 6:9 confirms
this interpretation.
4.21 Social Background in 2 Thessalonians 3:6–15
We noted earlier in this chapter that Paul is determined to present “work” as a good and
necessary activity in both of the Thessalonian letters (1 Thess 2:9; 4:11–12; 2 Thess 3:6–15). We
also suggested that the problem of “idleness” is more likely related to social practices than it is to
theological confusion (e.g., eschatological expectation). More specifically, it is likely that some
believers, informed by the ubiquitous patron-client institution of the day, were living
parasitically on the generosity of others. Against this practice, Paul wants all believers to become
productive contributors to the “good” of others. Having already attempted to eliminate this
problem in his first letter (1 Thess 4:11–12), Paul now takes more severe measures: The idle
persons must be disciplined by the community (3:6, 14–15).
The context of this passage provides several clues that Paul is targeting patronal
relationships with these verses. Space allows that we only briefly summarize them here. First, the
patron-client institution best explains why some people are not working, even after multiple
admonitions from the apostle Paul (1 Thess 4:11–12; 2 Thess 3:10).749 Second, Paul’s use of
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political and benefaction terminology in this context confirms that the most natural background
(i.e., patronage) is in view. Particularly, the contrast of περιεργάζομαι (occurring only here in the
NT; 3:11) and ἡσυχία (3:12) might suggest a difference in the politically “meddlesome”750 and
those who seek to live without public disturbance.751 Finally, Paul’s use of δωρεά (3:8) to
describe himself as one who did not “eat bread from anyone freely” (οὐδὲ δωρεὰν ἄρτον
ἐφάγομεν παρά τινος) may be viewed as a reference to his own refusal to act as a client among
the Thessalonians.752
The convergence of political/benefaction terminology in this section, alongside the fact
that Paul is confronting an intransigent “work” problem, renders it likely that the pervasive
patron-client institution is under consideration in this text. It should be noted, however, that the
case I am making regarding “the good” below does not depend on identifying a strict patronclient background to this text. Regardless of whether or not this background is present, Paul is
addressing the issue of “work” and material provision in the Christian community. The question
that arises for this study is: What does “do the good” mean in a context where work and material
needs are being considered? The answer to that question is the same, whether or not Paul is
specifically addressing “clients” in this text.

42). In other words this social phenomenon is the only known explanation for widespread “idleness” in the first
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4.22 Structuring of 2 Thessalonians 3:6–15
Thus far I have treated 3:6–15 as one unit. While such a structuring is possible, I would
suggest that it is better to see a minor break occurring between 3:13 and 3:14.753 More
specifically, 3:13 serves both as a climactic contrast to 3:6–12 and also as a transition to the
summary material in 3:14–15. Paul signals a contrast in 3:13 by combining δέ, which does not
indicate contrast in itself, with the forwarded personal pronoun ὑμεῖς and the strong familial
address, ἀδελφοί (ὑμεῖς δέ, ἀδελφοί—“But you, brothers and sisters….”).754 He is turning his
attention to the “responsible members” of the congregation.755 In distinction to those who refuse
to work, Paul exhorts the responsible believers to continue “doing good.”
After this exhortation to the larger group, it appears at first glance that Paul returns in
3:14–15 to a redundant repetition of the ideas in 3:6–12. A closer reading, however, indicates
that Paul is subtly changing his focus in this final statement. He had begun in 3:6 by referring to
the “tradition” (τὴν παράδοσιν) that the apostles had given to the Thessalonians during their time
with them. This tradition, including both teaching and apostolic example, had guided the
instruction throughout 3:6–12. By contrast, at 3:14 the focus changes to those who “do not obey
our word through this epistle” (οὐχ ὑπακούει τῷ λόγῳ ἡμῶν διὰ τῆς ἐπιστολῆς). The instruction
to “not associate” with this person (3:14b) might be redundant with the command to “keep away
from” such a person (3:6; cf. 3:10) were it not for the fact that Paul has shifted his attention to
consider treatment of those who remain disobedient after receiving his letter. He may also be
broadening his perspective so that this final instruction looks back over the entire epistle, not just
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3:6–12.756 In either case 3:14–15 stands alone as a short unit related to, but also distinct from,
3:6–12.
Two significant conclusions follow from this structuring. First, rather than appearing as a
brief aside in the longer section (3:6–15), 3:13 becomes the climactic ethical statement of the
epistle, punctuating the final extended discussion of Christian behavior in 3:6–12. Even though
Paul’s letter is ad hoc and this final section is prompted by the Thessalonians’ disobedience, Paul
is still responsible for choosing how to arrange his response. The fact that he wants to leave a
statement about doing the good “ringing in their ears” much as he did in Galatians and 1
Thessalonians is highly significant. The issue of “idleness” may in fact vex Paul precisely
because of the central place “doing the good” has in his ethics. In other words, Paul may not be
choosing to emphasize “doing the good” simply because he needs something to say in response
to the “idle.” Rather, he may be addressing the issue of “idleness” so carefully and directly
precisely because this behavior threatens his teaching about “doing the good.”
Second, this structuring rules out one potential understanding of “doing the good” in
3:13. If one sees a break between 3:12 and 3:13, as some do,757 it becomes possible to interpret
3:14–15 as further explaining the meaning of 3:13.758 Thus, “doing the good” in 3:13 could be
another way of saying, “Be obedient to the teachings of this epistle, especially in regards to the
discipline of those who are disobedient.” If Paul means for 3:13 to serve as a climactic contrast
to 3:6–12, rather than as an introduction to 3:14–15, this interpretation becomes unlikely. As we
have argued and will continue to argue below, Paul is not urging the believers to “do good” in
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reference to the “idle” (primarily) so much as he is urging them to “do good” in contrast to the
“idle.”
4.23 Meaning of καλοποιέω in 3:13
The central interpretive issue of this verse concerns the meaning of the rare participle
καλοποιοῦντες. Some interpreters argue that the term should be translated “do what is right or
noble.”759 Understood in this way, the command might simply mean that they must not “behave
like the irresponsible members of the community.”760 Or, it might simply be a generic summary
statement intended to encourage broadly ethical behavior among the Thessalonians. The latter
option seems to be strangely out of place in the present context, sandwiched as it is between
instructions about the “idle.” The former option, however, is a legitimate contextual possibility
whose likelihood depends on the precise meaning of καλοποιοῦντες.
Since the compound verb καλοποιέω occurs only here in biblical Greek, we must rely on
the meaning of the noun καλός to illuminate this term. I argued at length in Chapter 2 that καλός
has a core meaning of beauty which gets adjusted in various contexts to refer to what is
praiseworthy or what is morally pleasant. Although in some contexts it may be appropriate to
understand καλός as referring to “what is right” in the sense of generic morality, even in these
contexts it is difficult to rule out a visible or affective dimension to the term. I also demonstrated
that καλός is closely related to ἀγαθός, which is at core a term expressing benefit or advantage.
As Plotinus states, “the good” (ἀγαθός) “holds beauty (καλὸν) as a screen before it.”761 Καλός,
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then, generally represents “goodness as it appears to, and is realized by, others….”762 It is the
external impression of something that is beneficial or advantageous.
We would expect, then, in the absence of clear contextual restraints, that Paul intends to
convey more than mere “rightness” by choosing the participle καλοποιοῦντες.763 Some
commentators object, however, that had Paul wanted to address benevolence or benefactions in
particular, he would have used ἀγαθοποιοῦντες instead.764 Perhaps Paul’s choice of καλός here
indicates that he is encouraging generic “good deeds” rather than benevolence.765 While it is true
that ἀγαθός is a stronger term for benefactions, it is also true that καλός can function in this
realm as well. The close association of the two terms may have rendered this overlapping usage
inevitable. In discussing the “profile of benefactors,” Danker includes καλοκἀγαθός as a
synonym for ἀνὴρ ἀγαθός, another designation for benefactors.766 Similarly, Winter has
concluded that καλοποιέω “is a benefaction term and a synonym for ἀγαθοποιέω.”767 Among
other things, he draws attention to the phrase καλός καὶ ἀγαθός which functioned to identify “the
truly noble person who put the interest of the state above his own.”768 There is no good reason,
then, to assume that καλοποιέω cannot function to identify material sharing in this context.
We have, then, two converging pieces of evidence which together make it highly likely
that Paul is encouraging the ongoing practice of material benevolence in 3:13. First, issues of
work, idleness, and material provision are under consideration in 3:6–15. Second, καλός
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sometimes serves as a term for benevolence and/or benefactions. In light of these two
considerations it is fair to say that if Paul is not referring to material sharing, he has done a rather
poor job of communicating. He has chosen a term from the field of benevolence/benefaction and
used it in a discussion of work and material provision. Surely Paul was aware of a better way to
specify “right behavior” or generic “good conduct” in this context than by using the term
καλοποιοῦντες.769
4.24 Comparison with Galatians 6:9 and Final Matters
The material benevolence view of 3:13 receives confirmation from a parallel statement in
Gal 6:9. It is helpful to see the two phrases set side by side:
καλὸν ποιοῦντες μὴ ἐγκακῶμεν (Gal 6:9)
μὴ ἐγκακήσητε καλοποιοῦντες (2 Thess 3:13)
The two statements, written in close temporal proximity to one another, are almost identical.
Thus, if we can show convincingly that one of these passages is about material sharing, it
becomes more likely that the other is also. I have already argued at length in Chapter 3 that Gal
6:6–10 is addressing social/material sharing in the Christian community. The fact that Paul uses
the same basic phrase in two very different letters, both of which contain independent evidence
in the immediate context that benevolence is in view, increases our confidence that this
interpretation is the correct one in both passages.
There are at least two reasons why Paul might have chosen καλός to refer to benevolence
in this passage instead of ἀγαθός, the more common term for material sharing. First, he is
possibly using a rhetorical wordplay with the phrase μὴ ἐγκακήσητε καλοποιοῦντες.770 Plummer
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suggests that Paul may be contrasting what is κακός (“cowardly”) with what is καλός (“noble”),
but this conclusion is highly speculative. It is more likely, however, that the rhetorical assonance
of the terms could have played into Paul’s decision to choose καλοποιοῦντες over
ἀγαθοποιοῦντες. This rhetorical connection might also explain why we have a remarkably
similar statement in Gal 6:9. The strikingly parallel terminology in these two texts requires some
explanation and I am aware of none better than the suggestion that Paul uses a similar play on
words in both texts.
Second, Paul may choose καλοποιέω because he is drawing on honor/shame values in the
present context. We saw in Chapter 2 that the “visible” or “affective” meaning of καλός easily
translates into what is “praiseworthy” or “honorable” before others. Thus, the καλός person is a
noble, respectable person. By contrast, Paul is calling for the public shaming of the disobedient
among the Thessalonians in this context. In 3:14, Paul explicitly instructs the larger group to
mark and avoid the deviants so that they might “be ashamed” (ἵνα ἐντραπῇ). He had already told
the church to stay away from (3:6) and to not eat with (3:10) such people. Now, he makes it clear
that the purpose of these actions is to shame these people. As Green explains, “In a society
oriented toward the group rather than the individual and in which honor and shame were
fundamental motivations for human action, the prescribed social separation that provoked shame
would have been a powerful discipline.”771 As he commands disciplinary shaming of the
shameful, Paul may be naturally inclined to identify the generous behavior of the larger group as
“honorable.”
It is not entirely clear towards whom Paul intends the believers’ benevolent behavior to
be directed. Some think that the instruction is aimed at, or at least includes, the Christians’
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treatment of the “idle.”772 While this understanding is possible, it is difficult to square with the
explicit command that the “idle” not be allowed to eat with the Christian community (3:10). How
were they to “do good” to them while refusing them food and fellowship? Were the patrons to
continue giving generously to those whom they knew Paul had directly commanded to cease
acting as clients? Such a situation seems unlikely. It is better, then, to understand 3:13 as
instruction to continue helping “those in genuine need.”773 Paul may be concerned that the
abuses of the “idle” would discourage the responsible believers from continuing their generous
behavior towards others.774 Or perhaps Paul is simply aware that consistent sharing and giving
can at times grow wearisome. In either case, it makes good sense that he would encourage the
church to continue in the honorable task of benevolence.
In summary, then, with the command to “do good” in 3:13, Paul is urging the continued
activity of charitable sharing and giving (i.e., benevolence) among the Thessalonian believers.
He offers this instruction in contrast to the behavior of the “idle” in Thesslonica who are refusing
to work and are instead remaining in a “client” role with all of its attendant, meddlesome
political activity. In this context Paul’s choice of καλοποιέω is highly significant. By itself the
καλός root suggests behavior that goes beyond mere “rightness” into the territory of visible or
impactful goodness. Combined with this patron-client discussion in the present context, it
naturally suggests material benevolence. In addition, the connection of καλός with the semantic
field of honor likely highlights the honorable nature of the generous behavior in which the
Thessalonians are engaged. We may loosely paraphrase Paul’s sentence as follows: “Do not
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grow weary, brothers and sisters, as you do the honorable work of sharing your material goods
for the benefit of those who are truly in need.”
4.25 Theological and Ethical Conclusions
Once again, Paul has chosen “good” terminology at an ethically climactic point in his
letter. In fact, we have now discovered that Paul concludes all three of his earliest epistles by
exhorting believers to “do good” (Gal 6:6–10; 1 Thess 5:15; 21; 2 Thess 3:13). In addition, the
prayers for the believers to “do good” earlier in 2 Thessalonians (1:11–12; 2:16–17) and the
exhortation in Galatians (4:17–18) occur at semi-climactic or transitioning points. The strategic
placement of these various statements indicates that Paul had thought seriously about “the good”
early in his ministry and that he was intentional about inculcating a concern for pursuing “the
good” among his early converts. In other words, “doing the good” is an ethically significant
category for Paul in his early letters.
Along these same lines, two of Paul’s first three letters end with instruction about caring
for the poor. In fact, Paul makes an almost identical statement in Gal 6:9 to the one in 2 Thess
3:13: “Do not grow weary in doing the good.” Once again, this indicates that Paul had thought
seriously about care for the poor in the early Christian communities and that such charitable
activity was a significant emphasis in his ethical instruction. Paul’s point is not simply that the
believers should learn to work, although it is important for the “idle” to start there, but that they
should learn to contribute to the welfare of those in need. As Winter says, “There was a far more
over-arching consideration which stood at the centre of Christian reflection and activity, viz. the
doing of good which benefited the lives of others.”775
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Chapter 5—1 and 2 Corinthians
Paul uses “good” terminology a total of 17 times in his two epistles to the Corinthians,
twelve in the first letter (5:6; 7:1, 8, 9, 26 [2x], 37–38 [3x]; 9:15; 11:17; 14:17) and five in the
second (5:10; 8:21; 9:8; 11:4; 13:7). In the first letter, Paul employs the comparative form of
ἀγαθός three times (κρεῖττον/κρεῖσσον; 7:9, 38; 11:17) while he uses καλός or the adverb καλῶς
in eight other instances (5:6; 7:1, 8, 26 [2x]; 7:37–38; 9:15; 14:17). As is apparent, most of these
occurrences are concentrated in ch. 7 where Paul is addressing issues of betrothal, marriage, and
sexual relationships. As interesting as this material may be, Paul’s use of “the good” in this
context does not appear to have great ethical significance and, therefore, will receive only brief
attention in the present chapter.776 The same is true for the occurrence of καλῶς at 14:17. The use
of καλός in 5:6 is more significant as an indicator of how this term occurs elsewhere in Paul’s
ethical thinking and will receive independent, although still brief, treatment below.777
By contrast, 2 Corinthians contains four ethically significant statements about “the good.”
Paul uses ἀγαθός in 5:10 to talk about judgment according to works and again at 9:8 to describe
a work of material beneficence. He uses καλός at 8:21 as he explains his intent to act
“honorably” before people and again at 13:7 to express his concern for the Corinthians to do
what is “honorable” and “appear approved.” All of these instances will receive detailed treatment
in the remainder of this chapter.778
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1 Corinthians 5:6
5.0 Introduction to 1 Corinthians 5:6
The Roman colony of Corinth with its political importance, economic prosperity, and
social diversity presented a “highly competitive environment” for its inhabitants.779 As the
Corinthian correspondence demonstrates, the early church was not immune to the competition in
this city. The church itself was socially and ethnically diverse, representing a “cross-section” of
Corinthian society.780 As such, it was a prime setting for honor competitions, social divisions,
and status distinctions.781 It is not surprising, then, to find Paul’s first letter to Corinth saturated
with status terminology as he seeks to counter the competitive spirit that seems to have overtaken
his converts in the city.782
Almost nothing in 1 Corinthians is purely ethical or purely doctrinal. Instead, nearly
every issue Paul addresses reflects his concern about status conflicts in the Corinthian church.783
This concern is obvious when Paul confronts the central problem of “factionalism” (1:10–11)
which has its basis in honor competitions related to the various teachers who have influenced the
Corinthian church (chs. 1–4).784 Status issues reappear in chs. 5–6 as Paul addresses sexual ethics
and litigious activity between believers. Although status concerns are not as clearly on the
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surface here, by addressing these ethical issues, Paul is actually setting limits on the “rights” of
the socially elite in Corinth.785
Again in chs. 8 and 10, by urging the “stronger” members to restrain themselves from
exercising their elitist “right” to eat certain foods or in certain contexts, Paul exposes the
underlying social division between the two groups in conflict.786 Paul’s discussion of his own
“rights,” interjected into the midst of this material (ch. 9), does not represent a sudden tangent
but rather a relevant example of how a believer should make use of the privileges that
accompany higher status.787 In ch. 11, Paul rebukes the Corinthians for allowing social divisions
to make a mockery of the Lord’s Supper (11:17–34) while in chs. 12–14 he seeks to eliminate
the “spiritual elitism” that is surfacing around the charismata.788 The well-known hymn to love
(ch. 13) is actually Paul’s response to the fleshly, self-seeking, honor-grabbing ethos of his
day.789
The epistle of 1 Corinthians, then, is Paul’s response to honor-driven factionalism among
his early converts. His fundamental orientation towards these issues is shaped by “Christ and him
crucified” (2:2). If the Messiah himself has been put to a shameful death, then society’s system
of norms and values, of wisdom and power, has been exposed and overturned (1:18–31). It is the
crucified Christ who now represents “wisdom from God, righteousness and sanctification and
redemption” for believers (1:30). And because of this reversal, the believers at Corinth must
reconsider “what constitutes genuine honor and advantage.”790 It is as he confronts the
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Corinthians’ misguided understandings of honor and shame, that Paul employs the well-known
honor term καλός.
5.1 Dishonorable Boasting
Most commentators barely notice the presence of καλός in 5:6, an observation rendered
more striking by the fact that Paul has chosen to emphasize this term by moving it to the front of
the sentence (Οὐ καλὸν τὸ καύχημα ὑμῶν; 5:6). Anthony C. Thiselton provides an exception
when he notes that the normal translation “not good” “understates Paul’s words and invites a
sense of anticlimax or banality.”791 In reality, Paul is expressing “deep shock.”792 Thiselton’s
recommended translation “ill-placed,” however, does not quite capture the force of the
statement.793 Two clues appear in the present context to help us more accurately grasp Paul’s
point.
First, the honor-shame setting of 1 Corinthians and the specific honor-shame issues at
work in chs. 5–6 indicate the Paul is thinking of “honor” or “nobility” when he uses καλός in
5:6. In these chapters, Paul is continuing his aggressive attempt to correct the inflated egos of his
Corinthian converts.794 The serious pride problem among the Corinthians (1:30–31; 3:21; 4:6–8,
18, 19; 8:1; 13:4) manifests itself in their continued self-exaltation even as they ignore a blatant
incestuous relationship in their midst (5:1–8). Rather than being appropriately ashamed of this
behavior, the Corinthians are “boasting” (καύχημα; 5:6), not in the sin itself (since no one would
accept such a ludicrous boast), but in spite of the sin.795 They are continuing to claim great honor
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and status despite the fact that their corporate life demonstrates a litany of shameful behaviors
(as Paul further specifies in 5:9–6:20).
The second contextual consideration illuminating Paul’s use of καλός here is the concern
for outsider observance in this section. Our segment actually appears at the beginning of an A-BA arrangement in which Paul addresses the gross moral failure of the church.796 In 5:1–13, Paul
is dealing with the egregious sin of incest while in 6:12–20 he is addressing the broader but
related issue of sexual promiscuity. Sandwiched between these segments, Paul confronts the
outrageous and unjust litigious activity of some in the Corinthian church (6:1–11).797 Paul’s
concern, however, is not merely related to the immorality of these activities. Rather, as David E.
Garland has argued, in each of these segments Paul shows awareness of the impact that the
church’s behavior has on outsiders.798 Garland argues, “Key to all three passages is Paul’s
concern that [the Corinthians] do untold damage to their witness to Christ’s reign” by engaging
in these explicit sins.799
As we have just seen, Paul calls attention to the negative pagan assessment of the
incestuous brother’s behavior in 5:1.800 Later in this same chapter, he explains that believers may
associate with immoral unbelievers since it is not the believers’ job to judge outsiders (5:9–13).
The point of relevance is that Paul is thinking about the relationship between believers and
unbelievers in this context. In the subsequent segment (6:1–11), Paul expresses dismay that the
brothers are attacking each other in court before unbelievers (6:6). Finally, Paul’s concluding
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exhortation that believers “glorify God in their bodies” (6:20) “implies that unbelievers will note
chaste behavior (cf. Matt. 5:16; Phil. 1:20).”801
We established in Chapter 2 of this study (and have since revisited the idea in subsequent
chapters) that καλός indicates a visible or observable goodness. It “reflects the satisfactory,
agreeable impression made by what is good as it manifests itself.”802 When Jesus refers to
outsiders “seeing your good works” (ἴδωσιν ὑμῶν τὰ καλὰ ἔργα; Matt 5:16), he uses καλός. Of
course, this concern for the visible or observable would be inseparable from a concern for what
is “honorable,” or what is viewed by one’s society as “good.” In fact, later in this chapter we will
see that Paul uses καλός to enjoin behavior that is honorable in the “sight” of the Lord and other
people (2 Cor 8:21). Thus, καλός comes to Paul’s mind in this context because he believes that
the honor of the church is at stake as unbelievers observe its shameful behavior.
In summary, in this passage Paul is engaged in an intense effort to both expose the
outrageous immoral behavior that is present in the Corinthian church and also to challenge the
honor-seeking ethos of this community. This latter intention, combined with Paul’s awareness
that the believers are providing a horrible witness to outsiders, causes Paul to label their boasting
as “dishonorable” (οὐ καλὸν). In effect, Paul states that the believers’ claim to honor itself (i.e.,
their boasting) is dishonorable because of the immorality that is present among them. The
statement also serves to connect to Paul’s thematic insistence that the believers forsake their
fleshly, competitive, boastful ways and have their ideas about honor entirely reshaped by the
crucified and risen Lord Jesus.
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1 Corinthians 7:1, 8–9, 26, 37–38
5.2 Honorable Marriage in 1 Corinthians 7
Most contemporary interpreters agree that when Paul says “It is good for a person not to
touch a woman” (καλὸν ἀνθρώπῳ γυναικὸς μὴ ἅπτεσθαι) in 1 Cor 7:1, he is quoting the
Corinthians.803 In contrast to those who were practicing or approving of blatant sexual sin,
apparently others were advocating extreme asceticism, absolute abstinence even for those who
were already married.804 Paul quotes this Corinthian slogan, then, in order to disagree with it in
the subsequent material. In short, his response is that the believers should “remain” (μένω; 7:8,
11, 20, 24, 40) as they are, whether single or married, because of the urgent present
circumstances (7:26). However, neither singleness nor abstinence (within marriage) is necessary
and it is no sin if someone chooses to marry, provided they marry another believer (7:8–9; 38–
40). In essence, Paul counters the Corinthian claim that complete abstinence is “good” with the
claim that remaining in one’s present condition, whether single or married, is “good” (7:8, 26).
Garland outlines four possible understandings of καλός in this passage: moral, beneficial,
honorable, and better (comparative).805 In so doing, he creates a false choice. Although, καλός is
an honor term, it is inseparable from ideas of benefit and morality. With its connection to what is
“visible” or “observable,” it naturally links to what society recognizes as “good” and worthy
behavior.806 In the absence of any restricting evidence, a monosemic bias inclines us to assume
an understanding that keeps this “observable” connotation in view, but not to the exclusion of
other meanings.
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Perhaps in an attempt to avoid the conclusion that Paul presents celibacy as morally
superior to marriage, some commentators seem anxious to deny that morality has anything to do
with καλός here. For example, Garland says that the term refers to what is “functionally
beneficial.”807 But generally speaking, it is impossible to neatly separate honor, morality, and
benefit. As Bruce J. Malina says, “honor runs a range from internal goodness to social eminence
or power. The wicked, powerful king has honor in terms of social eminence, while the good but
poor and powerless family has honor in terms of ethical goodness.”808 Thus, honor is both a
social and a moral category; more precisely, honor is a social category that depends to a
significant extent upon morality.
It is probably futile, then, to separate the various meanings of καλός and to choose one to
apply in this passage. When Paul uses καλός, he signals a discussion of what is honorable with
all of its related implications regarding what is beneficial and morally “good” or right. Of course,
καλός also suggests that these things are visible, impactful, and publicly recognizable. This
broad understanding guides the subsequent discussion as the term recurs throughout the
chapter.809 Some Corinthians have made a claim to higher honor based upon their sexual
asceticism (7:1), likely because they think that this is the morally superior path. Paul takes their
claim to honor as a starting point to express his own view of what is honorable (which is also
what is moral and beneficial) with regard to marriage and sexual relations.
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2 Corinthians
5.3 Introduction to 2 Corinthians
Without going into detailed speculation about the events that transpired between the
writing of 1 and 2 Corinthians, we can say with confidence that 2 Corinthians represents Paul’s
response to both good news and bad news that he has received from Corinth since writing 1
Corinthians.810 The good news is that Titus has returned from Corinth with confirmation that the
Corinthians have responded well to Paul’s admonishments in a previous letter (7:6–16).811 The
bad news is that rival missionaries have infiltrated the ranks at Corinth, apparently thinking that
they need to correct or to complete Paul’s ministry (chs. 10–13).812 Therefore, Paul writes this
letter with the intent of bringing reconciliation to completion by countering the influence of these
new opponents.813
The issue of “honor” remains at the forefront of this epistle, although now Paul’s own
honor is more at risk. Paul’s rivals accuse him of being “weak” (10:10) while they, guided by
fleshly standards of honor and shame, boast of their outward appearance and impressive
performance (cf. 5:12).814 Thus, 2 Corinthians functions largely as an “apologia” for Paul’s
ministry.815 Although he is driven to “boasting” himself, he labels this boasting as a “fool’s”
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business (11:16–20) and chooses to focus on his many “weaknesses” (11:21–33) rather than his
accomplishments.816 As he seeks to defend himself and his ministry and to overturn the
Corinthians’ misguided ideas about honor, Paul urges his converts to do what is “good” on four
different occasions.

2 Corinthians 5:10
5.4 Introduction to 2 Corinthians 5:10
Throughout chs. 1–6 Paul is giving a theologically rich defense of his ministry that
functions simultaneously to call the Corinthians to a fuller acceptance of gospel-shaped values.
Despite his experience of suffering (1:3–7) and brush with death (1:8–11), Paul knows that the
Spirit ministers glorious freedom and righteousness through his preaching (3:1–4:6).817 Despite
his experience of weakness and mortality (4:7–5:10), Paul knows that he bears the “life” and
“death” of Jesus in his body (4:10–11). He connects the witness of his own “body” with the need
for every believer to be attentive to bodily behavior since judgment will take into account “good”
(ἀγαθὸν) and “evil” (φαῦλον) actions done “through the body” (διὰ τοῦ σώματος; 5:10).
In what follows, I will argue for two basic conclusions. First, this text makes explicit the
connection between eschatology and ethics in Paul’s thinking. But I will go beyond the rather
obvious point that Paul is linking “good” and “bad” behavior to final judgment to argue that he is
linking present eschatological life to future eschatological life. More specifically, Paul is
emphasizing the renewed, Spirit-filled heart (or “inner person”) as essential to life in the future.
In order to establish this point, it will be necessary to follow Paul’s thought in the larger

For the paradoxical nature of Paul’s boasting in 2 Cor 11, see Murray J. Harris, The Second Epistle to
the Corinthians, NIGTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2005), 798.
817
The technical expression of “apostolic confidence” begins at 2:14. See Victor Paul Furnish, II
Corinthians, AB 32A (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1984), 277.
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context.818 Therefore, I will trace the themes of “heart,” “Spirit,” and “life” in the first half of this
letter to show how Paul is centrally focused on ethical transformation in the present and that the
life of “pleasing the Lord” (5:9) with “good” behavior (5:10) is essentially an eschatological life
in the Spirit.
Second, “good” behavior in this passage is more than mere “rightness.” The passage
indicates that God will reward gospel-centered, other-focused behavior that goes beyond basic
morality. I will once again appeal to the broader contextual discussion in which Paul defends his
ministry as one that conforms to the pattern of Christ’s life—that is, his ministry is offered for
the sake of others. It is “good” because it seeks to bring great blessing to others. Furthermore, the
context of public praise invoked in 5:10 indicates that ἀγαθός has its usual meaning of “benefit”
since this kind of action would be more likely to receive praise.
I will conclude analysis of 5:10 by briefly responding to the charge that Paul’s idea of
“judgment according to works” entails “works-righteousness.” I will note two things in response.
First, Paul is not suggesting that one’s “good deeds” must somehow “outweigh” one’s bad deeds
in order to pass the final test. Rather, he is arguing that one’s way of life must correspond to the
gospel in order to receive the gospel reward. Second, Paul believes that one accomplishes this
life by the power of the Holy Spirit. Thus, it is not one’s own efforts but God’s provision that is
ultimately responsible for saving obedience.

818
Jerry W. McCant laments how this particular passage has suffered great misinterpretation because it has
been isolated from the larger unit of thought: “Too often interpreters have treated this passage, especially 5:1–10, as
an eschatological soliloquy and sought to interpret it in isolation from the rest of the letter, with unfortunate results.
No portion of any text has meaning apart from the whole, but only in some context that locates it in a specific sphere
of discourse,” (“Competing Pauline Eschatologies: An Exegetical Comparison of 1 Corinthians 15 and 2 Corinthians
5,” WTJ 29.1 [1994]: 23–49).
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5.5 Pleasing God from the Heart by the Spirit
The statements in 5:9–10 serve as a climax to the discussion regarding unseen realities
and their impact upon a life of suffering and bodily deterioration (4:16–5:10).819 Paul sets this
material apart with the “relatively emphatic” marker διό (5:9).820 When combined with καί, it
implies that the following inference is self-evident.821 Having carefully explained that the future
is secure for believers regardless of what happens to their bodies (5:1–8), and having just stated
that when believers die they are “with the Lord” (5:8), Paul now states emphatically what he
believes should be clear: “Whether at home or away, we make it our earnest goal to be pleasing
to Him!” (φιλοτιμούμεθα, εἴτε ἐνδημοῦντες εἴτε ἐκδημοῦντες, εὐάρεστοι αὐτῷ εἶναι; 4:9).822
The term εὐάρεστος conveys the sense of giving pleasure or “delight” to a person.823 Paul
elsewhere regularly mentions pleasing the Lord as a goal of Christian behavior (Rom 8:8; 12:1–
2; 14:18; 1 Cor 7:32–34; Gal 1:10; Phil 4:18; 1 Thess 4:1; cf. Eph 5:10; Col 3:20; 2 Tim 2:4).
We have, then, come into contact with a central motivating feature of Paul’s ethics. Not only is
the Lord witnessing and evaluating all human behavior, but it is also possible to please or delight
the Lord with “good” behavior. Thus, just as this whole section connects death and life to one’s
personal relationship with the Lord, so 5:9–10 makes Christian ethics an intensely personal
matter. Paul is not recommending an abstract “goodness” that contributes to generic human
flourishing but a lifestyle that is devoted to “pleasing” a person, namely the Lord Jesus.
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It is especially relevant to this context that Paul elsewhere uses a related term (ἀρέσκω) to
defend his ministry in the face of accusations.824 In 1 Thess 2:4, as he reminds the Thessalonians
of his sincere preaching and godly behavior among them (1 Thess 2:2–10; cf 2 Cor 1:12; 2:17),
Paul states that he preaches the gospel “not as pleasing human beings but God who tests our
hearts” (οὐχ ὡς ἀνθρώποις ἀρέσκοντες ἀλλὰ θεῷ τῷ δοκιμάζοντι τὰς καρδίας ἡμῶν). The latter
phrase indicates that Paul sees God as one who judges by different standards and insights than
human beings—that is, on the basis of the “heart” (cf. Rom 2:12–16; 25–29). He is making the
same point in the present context when he moves from this statement about “pleasing the Lord”
in 5:9 to contrasting himself with those who boast about “appearances” (ἐν προσώπω) rather than
about the “heart” (καρδία) in 5:12. Paul cannot (and apparently does not desire to) defend his
ministry by external standards or society’s values. Instead, taking God as his reference point (cf.
2:17; 4:2; 5:11; 12:19), Paul seeks to please him with his heart rather than seeking to please
human beings by external appearances.825
The point about the heart becomes clearer in 5:10 where Paul uses the important verb
φανερόω. He says, “For it is necessary for us all to be revealed before the judgment seat of
Christ” (τοὺς γὰρ πάντας ἡμᾶς φανερωθῆναι δεῖ ἔμπροσθεν τοῦ βήματος τοῦ Χριστου). The idea
is that Christ is examining believers and revealing their true character (cf. Rom 14:10–12).826
Paul then uses this same verb twice in the subsequent verse to encourage the Corinthians to see
him as God does. He has been revealed to God (θεῷ δὲ πεφανερώμεθα; 5:11); he hopes to have
been revealed to them as well (ἐλπίζω δὲ καὶ ἐν ταῖς συνειδήσεσιν ὑμῶν πεφανερῶσθαι; 5:11).
The same idea of judgment according to the heart is made explicit in 1 Cor 4:5 when Paul says
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that the Lord “will bring to light the hidden things of darkness and will reveal (φανερώσει) the
desires of hearts. And then the praise to each one will be from God” (cf. Rom 2:16).
In light of the fact that God sees the heart and that he will reveal the heart in judgment,
Paul urges the Corinthians to prioritize the heart as well (5:12). The mention of the “heart” in
5:12 is not incidental but connects with a thematic emphasis in the first half of this letter. Paul
links the gift of the Spirit with the heart in the programmatic statement of 1:22 (δοὺς τὸν
ἀρραβῶνα τοῦ πνεύματος ἐν ταῖς καρδίαις ἡμῶν) and he resumes this point in 3:2–3 as he
explains that his ministry involves the Spirit’s work on human hearts (ἐγγεγραμμένη οὐ μέλανι
ἀλλὰ πνεύματι θεοῦ ζῶντος, οὐκ ἐν πλαξὶν λιθίναις ἀλλ᾽ ἐν πλαξὶν καρδίαις σαρκίναις; 3:3).
Later in ch. 3, he notes that a veil lies over the hearts of his Jewish brethren preventing them
from entering into the freedom of the gospel (κάλυμμα ἐπὶ τὴν καρδίαν αὐτῶν κεῖται; 3:15)
before finally exclaiming that God has “illuminated our hearts with the light of the knowledge of
the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ” (ὃς ἔλαμψεν ἐν ταῖς καρδίαις ἡμῶν πρὸς φωτισμὸν
τῆς γνώσεως τῆς δόξης τοῦ θεοῦ ἐν προσώπῳ [Ἰησοῦ] Χριστοῦ; 4:6).
It is in light of this discussion of Spirit-infused heart-transformation that Paul contrasts
the weak and suffering “outer person” and the renewed “inner person” in 4:7–18. The “earthen
vessel” (ὀστρακίνοις σκεύεσιν), containing the extraordinary treasure of God’s power, can be
afflicted and persecuted, but never truly defeated (4:7–9). The “outer person” is deteriorating but
the “inner person” is being “renewed” (ἀνακαινοῦται) by God on a daily basis (4:16). The inner
person in this context is undoubtedly the heart that is infused with God’s Spirit and the “renewal”
is the same renewal as in Titus 3:5—“renewal of the Holy Spirit” (ἀνακαινώσεως πνεύματος
ἁγίου; cf. Rom 12:2; Col 3:10).827 Therefore, Paul is not saying that the believers’ “inner person”

Louw and Nida state that ἀνακαινόω means “to cause something to become new and different, with the
implication of becoming superior” (“ἀνακαίνωσις, εως f; ἀνακαινόω; ἀνανεόω,” 1:58.72).
827

183

is “renewed” merely by receiving encouragement in the face of discouraging circumstances.
Rather, he is saying that eschatological life in the Spirit takes up residence in the heart of
believers even as their bodies are suffering and dying.
The centrality of the Spirit’s work on human hearts to this section is strengthened if
Gordon Fee is correct to see a reference to the Holy Spirit in 4:13. Fee argues that when Paul
claims to have the same πνεῦμα τῆς πίστεως as the author of Ps 116, he clearly means “Spirit of
faith.”828 According to him, “it is difficult to imagine that the word πνεῦμα should now occur in
some lesser sense as ‘attitude’ or ‘disposition,’ since the Spirit has been the crucial matter right
along” in this epistle.829 Interestingly, the LXX version of the verse preceding the one Paul
quotes reads: “I will be pleasing before the Lord in the land of the living” (εὐαρεστήσω ἐναντίον
κυρίου ἐν χώρᾳ ζώντων; Ps 116:9 [114:9 in LXX]). It is likely, then, that reflection on this
Psalm, with its emphasis on suffering and death (cf. Ps 116:3, 8–9, 15), guides Paul’s thinking
throughout this section until he arrives at the pronouncement that he is constantly preoccupied
with pleasing the Lord (5:9).830 If so, the connection between the Spirit, faith, and ethical
behavior throughout this section becomes even more explicit.831
It is also highly significant that in 5:5 Paul rehearses the original statement about the
Spirit being given as a “down payment” (ὁ δοὺς ἡμῖν τὸν ἀρραβῶνα τοῦ πνεύματος; cf. 1:22).832
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Murray J. Harris has identified 5:5 as the structural center and τὸν ἀρραβῶνα as the pivotal
concept of 5:1–10.833 Thus Paul connects the discussion of eternal life or life after death in 5:1–
10 with the broader eschatological and Christological ideas in the context.834 The presence of the
Spirit in the believers’ lives signals that God is “already secretly accomplishing the future
salvation in advance within the believer….”835 As Garland says, “The inward renewal produced
by the Spirit culminates in the Christian’s complete transformation at the end.”836 Thus Paul is
making a rather direct connection between the Holy Spirit’s present renewal of human hearts and
the life that “swallows up” death in the end (5:4; cf. Rom 8:1–11).
5.6 Life and Death
As this discussion has already indicated, the work of the Spirit in this context is
inseparable from the Paul’s understanding of “life” (ζωή). And since “life” is central to 5:1–10, it
is worth pausing to consider the broader contextual argument Paul is making with regard to this
subject. “Life” and “death” appear at the outset of the apostolic defense that Paul begins in 2:14.
There Paul describes his ministry as fundamentally one that brings the “aroma of life” (ὀσμὴ ἐκ
ζωῆς; 2:16) to those who receive it. In ch. 3 he contrasts his ministry with the “ministry” of
Moses in terms of life and death saying, “the letter kills but the Spirit gives life” (τὸ γὰρ γράμμα
ἀποκτέννει, τὸ δὲ πνεῦμα ζῳοποιεῖ; 3:6). All of 3:7–18, then, stands under the broad contrast
between the life and death corresponding respectively to the two covenants.
Paul again raises the subject of “life” in 4:10–12 where he states paradoxically that he
exhibits both the death and life of Jesus in his body (πάντοτε τὴν νέκρωσιν τοῦ Ἰησοῦ ἐν τῷ
σώματι περιφέροντες, ἵνα καὶ ἡ ζωὴ τοῦ Ἰησοῦ ἐν τῷ σώματι ἡμῶν φανερωθη; 4:10). He
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believes that by giving himself over to suffering and potential death, the life of Jesus becomes
“manifest” in his body. The use of φανερόω is important here as it links this passage with the
statements in 5:10–11. Just as God will one day make manifest who Paul really is (i.e., a servant
of Christ; 5:11), so Paul is now manifesting Christ to those who have eyes to see (4:10–12).
Volker Rabens finds the essence of transformation (3:18) in this pattern of Christ-likeness
exhibited by Paul. Transformation “means that the ‘life and death’ of Christ becomes manifest in
them (4:7–15),” especially in their “inner being.”837 According to Rabens, this transformation “is
particularly visible in their Christ-like behavior, so that they represent Christ to the world.”838
It is highly significant that almost immediately after completing the discussion of life and
death in 5:1–10, Paul returns to discussing the same themes again in 5:14–15. Here he is arguing
that presently the death of Jesus implies a kind of death and new life for all believers. “All have
died” (οἱ πάντες ἀπέθανον; 5:14) in the death of Christ “so that those who live should no longer
live for themselves but for the one who died and rose on their behalf” (ἵνα οἱ ζῶντες μηκέτι
ἑαυτοῖς ζῶσιν ἀλλὰ τῷ ὑπὲρ αὐτῶν ἀποθανόντι καὶ ἐγερθέντι; 5:15). This outcome is what Paul
has been after all along—he longs for believers to be consumed with the “love of Christ” in the
present (5:14). He believes that this passion comes by being united with Christ in his death and
resurrected life (5:14–15).
This whole discussion provides new light in which we can consider 5:1–10, particularly
as Paul explains that “death” will be “swallowed up by life” (καταποθῇ τὸ θνητὸν ὑπὸ τῆς ζωῆς)
in 5:4. While this passage is not purely “ethical” in nature (the parallel with 1 Cor 15:54
[κατεπόθη ὁ θάνατος εἰς νῖκος] and the background in Ps 116 certainly suggest that physical
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death is under consideration), the ethical cannot have been far from mind in this context. Since
Paul’s main point throughout the broader section concerns “life” given to the inner person by the
Spirit, and since he explicitly mentions the down payment of the Spirit in 5:5, we should allow
for an extended meaning of “life” in 5:4.839 Paul’s audience would recognize that he is reasoning
eschatologically with the life-giving work of the eschatological Spirit at the center of his
reasoning. Thus, they would also recognize that present life and future life are deeply
interconnected in this kind of thinking. The “life” that will eventually overwhelm physical death
is the same “life” that is already renewing and transforming believers.
Added support for this approach comes from the observation that the “clothing”
(ἐπενδύομαι/ἐκδύω) language of 5:2–4 would likely carry baptismal resonances for Paul’s
audience.840 When Paul speaks of “putting on Christ” (Χριστὸν ἐνεδύσασθε) in Gal 3:27 or Rom
13:14, he “is thinking of a moral transformation of the individual in his or her earthly existence,
not of a future metaphysical transformation….” (cf. Col 3:9–12; Eph 4:22–24).841 While it would
be going too far to say that moral transformation is solely in view in the present text, both the
surrounding context and Paul’s wider teachings suggest that moral transformation and eternal life
are inseparable in his mind. Both ideas are surfacing in 4:16–5:16.
The ultimate outcome of this understanding for the ethical statements in 5:9–10 is that
they should be understood as eschatological statements. Paul is not reasoning either abstractly or
moralistically about ethical behavior. Instead he is thinking in terms of new life, renewed inner
persons, by the power of the Spirit. Neither is he saying in 5:9–10 that believers should behave
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well simply because there is a threat of judgment. Rather, believers seek to please the Lord in
light of the “down payment” of the Spirit and the new possibilities it provides. Of course, the
threat of judgment is there (alongside the incentive of reward), but new eschatological realities
inform and condition the judgment of “good” and “evil” in 5:9–10.842
5.7 Judgment and “Good Works”
That a person’s works would be considered in judgment is a thoroughly Jewish idea.843
As Simon J. Gathercole concludes in his detailed study of this issue, “Final judgment on the
basis of works permeates Jewish theology….”844 Paul’s statement in 5:10 indicates that he has
not shifted from his Jewish heritage on this point (cf. Rom 2:12–16).845 In fact, the present text
may be an alteration of Eccl 12:14 which says that God will bring hidden things into judgment,
“whether good or evil” (ἐὰν ἀγαθὸν καὶ ἐὰν πονηρόν; cf. Deut 30:15–20; Sir 16:12–14; Pss Sol
2:16–18, 33–35).846 While Paul may be using a “stock phrase” when he mentions “good” and
“evil” in this text,847 this observation does not tell us what the words in the phrase actually mean.
For that understanding we have to examine the context in which the words occur.
Certainly, a moral component is entailed in this contrast. On the two other occasions that
ἀγαθὸν and φαῦλον are used together in the NT, morality is clearly in view (John 5:29; Rom
9:11). And the general contrast between “good” and “evil” throughout history would suggest that
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a moral meaning is included at times.848 However, as we saw in Chapter 2, even when morality is
under consideration, the meaning of “benefit” may not be excluded since the two ideas are so
closely intertwined. The moral action is usually the one thought to benefit oneself or others. This
is precisely the case in 5:10. When Paul says that believers will be judged according to whether
they have practiced “good” or “evil,” he implies ethically “good” behavior that goes beyond
mere “rightness.” That is, the “good” moral way of 5:10 is also the way of giving oneself for the
advantage of others. Several reasons support this conclusion.
First, it is crucial to keep the broader context in mind when considering what Paul means
in 5:9–10. Within 2:14–7:4, he is engaged in an “apologia” to defend himself against those who
would dishonor his ministry.849 This concern to defend himself is never far from mind
throughout these chapters.850 Paul repeatedly references the paradoxical power and glory of his
ministry that surfaces in the midst of shameful and painful circumstances (2:14–16; 4:7–12; 6:1–
10). He works with and for God (2:14; 3:4–6; 6:1), boldly proclaiming the gospel with sincerity
and truth (4:1–6, 13–15; 5:11; 6:1). Both before and after 5:1–10, Paul’s focus is on the
validation of his ministry in the face of opposition. He does not suddenly divert his attention
from defending his ministry to speculate about the afterlife in 5:1–10. Rather, this passage also
furthers his argument in defense of his ministry.851
Paul is particularly concerned to counter the apparent “boast” of his opponents in
“appearances” (5:12).852 In stark contrast to his opponents, he chooses to list his afflictions and
persecutions (4:8–12; 6:4–10), commending himself to people’s “consciences” rather than their
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eyes (4:1–2). Indeed, Paul is attempting to transform the Corinthians’ perceptions in this
“apologia” and throughout the letter (cf. 10–13).853 This is why he makes the climactic statement
about no longer recognizing anyone’s fleshly status (5:16). The “new creation” in Christ is
precisely a world in which such appearances no longer matter (5:17).854 To this extent, Furnish is
correct to state that Paul is concerned about the “direction” of believers’ lives, not their
“location.”855
Key support for this view is found in the oft misunderstood 5:7: διὰ πίστεως γὰρ
περιπατοῦμεν, οὐ διὰ εἴδους. Εἶδος “usually, if not always” conveys a passive sense.856 If we
allow the term to have its normal meaning here, Paul would be saying, “We walk by faith not by
appearances.”857 The contrast would not merely be between the present and the future but
“between two distinct realities in the present.”858 To “walk by faith” is to inhabit the real world
in which appearances do not matter. This understanding fits perfectly with the broader context.
With this statement, Paul is making the same basic point that he makes in 5:16: “We no longer
regard anyone according to the flesh.”
As he contrasts his “weak” ministry with his opponents’ externally impressive ministry,
the “body” becomes an important touchstone. Paul knows that he cannot compete with his rivals
in terms of his bodily appearance (10:10). But he upends their argument by showing that his
body is an exhibit for the power of Jesus, particularly in its weakness and affliction.859 Paul’s
mistreated and deteriorating body becomes the very place where the death and life of Jesus
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appear (4:7–12). Even in (and especially in) weakness, Paul can continue his ministry with
boldness since the “Spirit of faith” dwells in him, giving him confidence in the resurrection
power of Jesus (4:13–15).860 These eschatological realities (i.e., “Spirit” and “resurrection”)
explain why Paul does not “lose heart” even though his body is “wasting away” (4:16). His focus
throughout 4:16–5:10 remains on his unflagging ministry in the face of opposition.
Thus Paul’s primary point in 5:1–10 is not to offer comfort to those concerned about
dying but to offer further defense of his “embodied” ministry.861 This explains the unique
insertion of “in the body” at 5:10—Paul wants to remind the Corinthians that it is behavior in the
body, not the appearance of the body, that matters before God.862 What happens to believers’
bodies in the present is irrelevant since the eventual outcome is the same either way—“life”
(5:4). Paul hopes that the Corinthians will not only recognize the validity of his counter-intuitive,
externally “weak” ministry, but that they also will embrace this cruciform way of life. This very
concern is driving much of what he says throughout 2:14–7:4.
When Paul speaks of being judged according to “good” and “evil” deeds in 5:10, he is
most likely still thinking about his ministry and the “life” it offers to others. The “good,” then, in
this context involves a renewed inner person that rejects all fleshly evaluations and seeks only to
please the Lord (4:16; 5:7–9). It involves embracing the death of Jesus as fundamental to
experiencing his life and power (4:7–15). And in so doing, it involves giving oneself for the sake
of God and others. This is why Paul says in 4:12 that “death works in us but life works in you.”
He is not just sarcastically venting frustration to the Corinthians. Rather, he is describing the core
of his life and ministry—he gives himself so that others can live.
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Paul makes this point at the outset of the epistle: “Now if we are afflicted, it is for your
comfort and salvation; if we are comforted, it is for your comfort” (1:6). The same idea is
implied in 4:5 when Paul claims to present himself as the Corinthians’ “slave” (δοῦλος) because
of Jesus. He then states explicitly in 4:15 that “it is all for your sake” (πάντα δι᾽ ὑμᾶς) and after
the discussion of death and life in 4:16–5:10, he continues “if we are ecstatic, it is for God; if we
are of sound mind, it is for you” (εἴτε γὰρ ἐξέστημεν, θεῷ· εἴτε σωφρονοῦμεν, ὑμῖν; 5:13).
Furthermore, the death of Jesus for the sake of others leads to the conclusion that no one should
“live for themselves but for the one who died and rose on their behalf” (5:15). This reality
explains why Paul disregards fleshly status distinctions (5:16–17) and commends himself by a
life of suffering and self-sacrifice (6:1–10). He therefore goes about as one who is “poor” but
who “makes many rich” (ὡς πτωχοί, πολλοὺς δὲ πλουτίζοντες; 6:10).
Thomas D. Stegman has reached conclusions similar to my own. In regards to the “Spirit
of faith” in 4:13, Stegman says that it “refers to what the Spirit empowers, namely, the loving,
self-giving mode of existence manifested by Jesus.”863 He explains further:
The apostle names the source and cause of his faithfulness—the Holy Spirit—and alludes
to the exemplar of that faithfulness, Jesus' πίστις. Indeed, it is through Paul's faithfulness
to his apostolic ministry, exercised for the sake of others, that grace extends to more and
more people, resulting in increased thanksgiving offered to God (4:15).864
The “good” life that Paul believes will be commended by the Lord Jesus at the end is the life that
conforms to the pattern of Jesus himself—that is, the life that is given for the sake of others and
for the advancement of the gospel.
The second reason for understanding “good” as a matter of “benefit” in 5:10 is the
meaning of ἀγαθός itself. We need not rehearse the various reasons for thinking that ἀγαθός
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primarily means what is “beneficial” or to someone’s “advantage.865 What is important is to
notice how this meaning receives confirmation from the present context. In this regard, we
should first notice that Paul does not merely threaten punishment for doing evil but he also offers
“reward” for “doing good.” The verb κομίζω suggests “getting back” or “receiving recompense,”
not just the idea of natural consequences but that of active reward.866 While it is possible that
Paul is thinking of reward for basic moral behavior, it is more likely that he would think of
reward attaching to beneficent behavior that goes beyond obligations.867 Generally, it is
“exceptional” people who are rewarded (see below).
The cultural imagery in this passage also supports this understanding of ἀγαθός. Paul’s
mention of the Bema-seat evokes a context of public praise and blame. As Frederick Danker has
noted, “In the Greco-Roman world, people of exceptional merit are recognized by public
assemblies.”868 It is common among interpreters to focus on the “judicial” features of the βῆμα,
noting particularly Paul’s own experience of being tried at the impressive βῆμα in Corinth (Acts
18:12–17).869 Although this aspect of evaluation is clearly present at 5:10, it is important to note
that Paul was not proclaimed “good” or in any way rewarded because of his innocence in this
trial. Neither was Jesus proclaimed “good” when Pilate recognized his innocence in Matt 27:23–
24. The rewarding of “good” behavior was not the main function of the judicial system.
Therefore when Paul mentions reward for doing “good” in 5:10, he is moving beyond a pure
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“judgment” scene into the realm of praise in the public assembly.870 As we have previously seen,
this kind of praise was bestowed upon people who sought the advantage of others, that is,
benefactors.
Paul may reinforce this understanding with his choice of terms in 5:9. The verb
φιλοτιμέομαι tags “civic-minded people who vied for recognition as people of exceptional
quality.”871 In discussing this term, BDAG notes that “many wealthy persons endeavored to
outdo one another in philanthropic public service….”872 J. H. Moulton and G. Milligan observe
that the term is “common in honorary decrees, where its general meaning is ‘act with public
spirit’….”873 This term is combined in 5:9 with εὐάρεστος which is a term frequently used for
persons who are “noted for their civic-minded generosity….”874 It is quite possible, then, that
Paul’s audience would recognize in this combination of terms a reference to benefactors. They
would understand that Paul is seeking to please the Lord by his pursuit of “exceptional merit”875
which includes doing the “good.”
It is not necessary to think rigidly about the ideas being expressed here. Paul is obviously
not claiming to be the Lord’s benefactor. Nor does the use of benefaction terminology override
the judicial context of 5:9–10. However, the use of this terminology does suggest that Paul is at
least loosely connecting these verses to the field of benefaction in a way that prepares for his
claim that “good deeds” will receive public praise in 5:10. Thus we have one more piece of
evidence that the “good” in 5:10 connotes more than mere “rightness.”
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It may be significant that Paul chooses the rare term φαῦλος to contrast with ἀγαθός in
this passage. Although the term has the same basic semantic range as κακός, it may at times
convey the sense of “worthlessness” or “substandard” behavior in a way that goes beyond the
meaning of κακός.876 This understanding would not mean that φαῦλος should be restricted to the
non-moral realm but rather that it would refer to “what is morally evil from the point of view of
its negative worthlessness, its ‘good-for-nothingness.’”877 This meaning would naturally
highlight the “beneficial” meaning of ἀγαθός—the Lord will consider whether deeds have been
worthless or beneficial.
5.8 Works-Salvation
Paul’s specification that “each one must receive back” (κομίσηται ἕκαστος; 5:10)
according to their deeds indicates that judgment is far-reaching. The suggestion that believers
will be judged according to their works creates a tension for Pauline theology. How can Paul
teach salvation by grace and still maintain that works matter in the end? One common solution is
to argue that Paul is not addressing final salvation in this text but rather rewards and loss; he is
not threatening “condemnation” but allowing for “evaluation” with significant, but not salvific,
consequences.878 But this approach “does an injustice to the text and to the apostle himself.”879
Paul is urging the Corinthians to “be reconciled to God” (5:20) and he is concerned that they
might have received God’s grace “in vain” (6:1). He follows the statement in 5:10 with the
logical inference that he “persuades” people to follow Christ since he knows “the fear of the
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Lord” (5:11). These are not the words of one who thinks that ultimate salvation is already
decided, regardless of behavior.
In response to the charge that this view leads to “works-righteousness,” two things may
be said. First, Paul is not talking about a weighing of “good deeds” against “bad deeds” to see
whether one has been “good enough” for salvation. He is instead explaining that saved people
live life in a holistic way that is congruent with that salvation. Jeffrey Aernie has stated the point
well:
It is crucial to remember, however, that Paul’s statement of divine recompense and
judgment does not stand in isolation. The context of the argument rests in the divide
between two modes of existence that reflect two distinct perspectives about Christ and
the related Christian narrative. The intent of divine recompense is to bear out whether the
Corinthians’ lives are defined by an acceptance or a rejection of Christ’s narrative. 880
Second, it is crucial to grasp the present eschatological foundation for this judgment.
That is, Paul believes that the “good” behavior described in this letter is possible because of the
“down payment” of the Spirit (1:22; 3:6; 5:4). Paul Barnett is misguided, therefore, when he
accuses “new perspective” thinkers of advocating final salvation by “their own efforts.”881 Paul
is not advocating salvation by mere “effort” but by a Spirit-empowered life. Although not a
representative of the “new perspective,” Gathercole has argued that the work of the Spirit is the
definitive difference between the traditional Jewish understanding of judgment according to
works and Paul’s. Paul’s view is distinct because for him, “divine action is both the source and
the continuous cause of obedience for the Christian.”882
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Thus, we may affirm that obedience matters to Paul, and even that final justification is
contingent upon obedience, without falling prey to the charge of “works-righteousness.” N. T.
Wright’s helpful comments are worth quoting at length as we close this section:
The tendency in some quarters to downplay the role of the spirit, as though one could
understand any part of Christian theology without it, has been disastrous. It is the spirit,
after all, whose work indicates that Christian living is not a zero-sum game, so that either
‘God does it all’ or ‘we do it all.’ That false notion is always raised whenever anyone
draws attention to Paul’s strong words about a final justification on the basis of the whole
life, with the constant implication that unless one simply says ‘God does it all’ we are
forfeiting assurance, or even salvation itself ... The particular thing to notice here is that,
at the final judgment, the ‘work of the law’ … is the result of the work of the spirit
([Rom] 2:29).883
5.9 Theological and Ethical Conclusions
When considered in light of the broader context, 5:9–10 becomes one of the most
theologically rich commentaries on Paul’s ethics in all of his epistles. Here we find eschatology,
pneumatology, and Christology all functioning together. In regard to eschatology, Paul clearly
continues to accept the Jewish view that final judgment will be according to works (5:10).
Knowing that the Lord alone is the judge, Paul indicates that believers should make it their
constant aim to be pleasing to him (5:9). We catch a glimpse here of the passionate piety that
governs Paul’s entire life.
A portion of this eschatological future is brought into the present by the Spirit (thus
pneumatology becomes important). Resurrection “life” is now available to believers because of
the Spirit (3:6; 4:10–14; 5:4–5). More specifically, the life of Jesus becomes manifest in bodies
that are suffering and dying as the Spirit “renews” the “inner person” (4:16). This renewal makes
a new kind of ethical existence possible in which all fleshly evaluations become irrelevant (5:7,
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16) and only Christ and his new creation matter (5:17). The “down payment” of the Spirit (5:5) is
the crucial key for the present cruciform life that Paul models and commands.
Finally, this passage highlights the Christological shape of Paul’s ethics. It is the pattern
of Jesus’ death and life that governs Paul’s own self-sacrificing ministry (4:7–11). Just as Jesus
gave himself for others, so believers are called to give themselves for him and for others (5:13–
15). The fleshly world of “appearances” (5:7, 12) and self-advancement must be jettisoned in
favor of a “heart” that is controlled by the “love of Christ” (5:14) and a body that is marked by
his death (4:10–12). This, then, is the “good” that will receive reward from the Lord in the end—
a life that is conformed to the death of Christ, given for the sake of others, and empowered by the
Spirit.

2 Corinthians 8:21
5.10 Introduction to 2 Corinthians 8:21
In 2 Cor 8–9 Paul gives detailed attention to his collection effort and its advancement
among the Corinthians. Having just finished expressing his “confidence” that the Corinthians are
obedient (7:15–16), Paul now seeks to confirm his confidence in the area of material generosity
(8:8).884 After his initial encouragement for the completion of this offering that was earlier begun
(8:1–15), Paul identifies and recommends the members of the envoy that will collect and carry
this offering to Jerusalem (8:16–24). He does so to avoid suspicion that he might be guilty of
anything improper or insincere with these funds (8:20). Apparently, some in Corinth have raised
doubts as to Paul’s integrity around this sensitive matter and he is eager to overcome such
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obstacles (cf. 12:11–19).885 In this context of suspicion and accusation, Paul claims that he is
concerned with what is καλός before God and men (8:21).
The meaning of this passage is straightforward; therefore, my argument below will be
brief. I will first show that καλός has the meaning of “honorable” or “praiseworthy” in this
passage. I will identify the specific ways in which Paul indicates that his behavior is honorable.
First, it is honorable as an expression of true integrity—there is no impropriety in his behavior.
Second, it is possible that Paul is highlighting generous giving as honorable behavior as well.
After examining the way that honor appears in this passage, I will then note the concern for
outsiders that this passage presents. Thus, this passage represents another important window into
Paul’s ethical thinking regarding the “external” focus of “doing the good.”
5.11 Καλός and Honor in 8:21
We have already seen throughout this study and within this chapter that καλός frequently
brings considerations of “honor” to the fore. In this particular text, this understanding seems to
be obvious as it has made its way into various translations: “for we aim at what is honorable not
only in the Lord's sight but also in the sight of man” (ESV; so also NASB, RSV, NIV, NLT).
The fact that “honorable” presents itself as such a natural gloss for καλός in this text may lead us
to question why it does not do the same in other contexts. However, this text does provide
several clues that make this “honor” reading obvious at this point. We will examine them below.
It is important to keep in mind that Paul is drawing on and adjusting the LXX of Prov 3:4
in this passage. It will be helpful to set the passages in parallel at the outset:
προνοοῦ καλὰ ἐνώπιον κυρίου καὶ ἀνθρώπων (Prov 3:4)
προνοοῦμεν γὰρ καλὰ οὐ μόνον ἐνώπιον κυρίου ἀλλὰ καὶ ἐνώπιον ἀνθρώπων (2 Cor 8:21)
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Paul alludes to this same text in Rom 12:17, although there he adjusts it differently
(προνοούμενοι καλὰ ἐνώπιον πάντων ἀνθρώπων). The repeated allusion indicates that we are not
dealing with a sudden thought or random proof-texting here. Rather, this proverb appears to have
been a source of careful reflection for Paul, informing his own ministry and his understanding of
Christian behavior before outsiders.
The first reason for translating καλός with “what is honorable” in this passage is that Paul
is focused on outside observance of behavior here.886 As we have seen, “honor” connects
naturally with the visible or observable meaning of καλός. In 8:16–19, Paul mentions three men
(although he only mentions Titus by name) who will be traveling with him to administer the
collection for the Jews in Jerusalem. The context makes it clear that these men are going along to
verify the integrity of the transaction (cf. 8:20). An explanatory γάρ begins 8:21: προνοοῦμεν
γὰρ καλὰ οὐ μόνον ἐνώπιον κυρίου ἀλλὰ καὶ ἐνώπιον ἀνθρώπων.887 In other words, Paul is
saying: “This is why we are sending this envoy and trying so hard to avoid suspicion—because
we are seeking to demonstrate honorable behavior to all people” (8:21).
Although Paul mentions the Lord’s observation here, his emphasis falls on human
witnesses. This emphasis is signaled by the “not only” (οὐ μόνον) “but also” (ἀλλὰ καὶ)
combination. The sentence has an “ascensive” force that is reinforced by the repetition of
ἐνώπιον.888 Both of these features (the “not only—but also” phrasing and the repeated ἐνώπιον)
are additions to the Prov 3:4 quote, indicating that Paul is highlighting the second half of the
verse. The effect of the sentence, therefore, is to call attention to the importance of human
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witnesses in Paul’s thinking.889 Paul is at pains here to ensure that his ministry is not invalidated
by accusations of impropriety.890 As he reflects on his reputation before outsiders, καλός
becomes a useful term to convey his goal to be not merely “good,” but recognizably or verifiably
“good.” That is, he seeks to be honorable.
Paul’s use of the verb προνοέω adds significance to this statement. According to BDAG,
this word means “to give careful thought to” or “to think about beforehand in a solicitous
manner.”891 Thus Paul is indicating that he does what is honorable “by careful consideration and
advance planning….”892 The present tense is likely being used to express what Daniel Wallace
calls an “iterative” or “customary” idea (occurring habitually or regularly) rather than a
“progressive” one (occurring continuously).893 That is, Paul is not merely saying that he is
presently giving thought to what is honorable in this particular instance but that as a general or
regular practice, he gives thought to what is honorable (cf. Rom 12:17).
While the immediate context indicates that the “honorable” thing in this passage is basic
integrity with regard to the collection, there may be a deeper meaning to the term. If we examine
the context of Prov 3:4, we find that the previous verse begins with a statement about “giving
alms” or, more generally, “merciful acts” (ἐλεημοσύνη).894 It states: “Let not merciful deeds [or
giving alms] and faithfulness fail you….” (ἐλεημοσύναι καὶ πίστεις μὴ ἐκλιπέτωσάν σε; Prov
3:3). It is at least possible that Paul is connecting this passage with his collection efforts because
it speaks of the need for “merciful deeds” or “almsgiving.” This interpretation would only serve
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to make Paul’s statement more inclusive; it would not overrule the clear point about integrity in
8:20–21.
Two points stand in favor of this more inclusive meaning. First, Prov 3:4 is connected to
3:3 by a coordinating καί indicating that the ideas in the two verses should be understood in close
relationship.895 We might paraphrase: “Engage in merciful and faithful acts—and think carefully
in advance about what is honorable” (3:3–4). It is natural to think—and it would have been
natural for Paul to have thought—that the “honorable” things of 3:4 include the merciful and
faithful acts of 3:3. Second, when Paul quotes this verse in Rom 12:17, he does so in response to
his repeated teaching: “Repay no one evil for evil.” As we saw in Chapter 4, when he says the
same thing in 1 Thess 5:15, Paul follows this with a statement about blessing people by “doing
good” to them. It would make sense if he is doing something similar in Rom 12:17. In other
words, when Paul quotes Prov 3:4 in Rom 12:17, he is likely thinking about honorable behavior
that goes beyond basic integrity to include blessing and generosity. It is possible, then, that in the
present context (2 Cor 8–9) Prov 3:4 comes to mind not merely because Paul is reflecting on the
need for integrity, but also because this passage provides backdrop for Paul’s overall thinking
about “doing the good” by means of generosity.896
Before closing this brief section, we should note that this passage joins with others in the
Pauline corpus in connecting “the good” with Paul’s concern for outsiders. Although Paul is
concentrating on potential objections to his integrity by his fellow believers in 8:20–21, we have
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already noted that this passage likely has a broader application. Thus, “what is honorable before
people” would probably include behaviors that would be witnessed by the larger, non-believing
world. In support of this understanding, we should consider that the proverb quoted by Paul
refers generically to “ἀνθρώπων,” not to “brothers and sisters” or “kinsmen.”897 Furthermore, the
parallel statement in Rom 12:17 adds the expanding adjective “all” (πάντων ἀνθρώπων)—“all
people.” This concern for people in general to see believers’ “good works” is exactly what we
find Paul emphasizing in other contexts (Gal 6:6–10; 1 Thess 5:15; 2 Thess 1:10–11; Rom 12:17;
cf. Titus 3:8).898 The present passage, then, reinforces our understanding that “doing the good” is
central to Paul’s approach to outsiders.
5.12 Theological and Ethical Conclusions
Two ethically significant conclusions emerge from the foregoing discussion. First, Paul
believes that careful planning and preparation are necessary to do what is “good” or honorable.
This understanding is derived from his use of the term προνοέω in the present tense. We see a
similar idea expressed when Paul tells believers to “pursue the good” (1 Thess 5:15) or to “be
zealous for the good” (Gal 4:18; cf. Titus 2:14). In other words, Paul did not believe that
believers would simply passively arrive at “the good.” Rather, he instructs them to make “the
good” an object of zeal, pursuit, and careful forethought.
Second, “doing the good” in this passage is directly related to Paul’s concern for outsider
observance. He clearly wants his fellow believers to recognize that he is acting “honorably” in
his collection effort. But he is probably also casting his gaze more broadly to consider how
people in general view his ministry. He wants to be sure that what he does is recognizably
“good.” Indeed, the combination of ἐλεημοσύνη in Prov 3:3 with the emphasis on the collection
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in these chapters (2 Cor 8–9) indicates that Paul is quite possibly thinking specifically of the
witness of “charitable deeds” in 8:21. If so we have further confirmation that such actions,
whether technically benefactions or more general material gifts, were an important part of Paul’s
ethics and of his concern that the church be a witness to outsiders (cf. Gal 6:6–10; 2 Thess 3:13).

2 Corinthians 9:8
5.13 Introduction to 2 Corinthians 9:8
In 2 Cor 9:1–5 Paul continues his discussion of the delegation that has been formed to
ensure the integrity of his collection, now specifying that he is sending this delegation ahead so
that the Corinthians can be ready to give as they have intended. In 9:5 he explains that he wants
their contribution to be a “voluntary gift” (εὐλογία; NRSV) and this term serves as a segue into
the following section in which Paul advocates for joyful and abundant giving (9:6–15). He
returns to the “sowing” and “reaping” language of Gal 6:7–8 in 9:6 to make a similar financial
point, only now he talks about sowing and reaping “bountifully” (ἐπ᾽ εὐλογίαις).899 This
abundant giving should be freely decided by the individual believers and cheerfully offered since
“God loves a cheerful giver” (ἱλαρὸν γὰρ δότην ἀγαπᾷ ὁ θεός; 9:7).
Having introduced “God” at the end of 9:7, Paul continues in 9:8 by explaining that God
will provide abundance so that believers can always engage in “good works.” In this case, it is
hardly worth “arguing” that “good works” (9:8) refer to financial or material acts—that point is
already obvious in context. After briefly making note of this understanding, I will highlight four
important details in the surrounding context that enhance our understanding of “good works” in
Paul’s theology. First, this passage indicates that “good works” should “overflow” among
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believers since they are based upon an overflow of God’s “grace.” Second, the purpose of “good
works” is both to meet human needs and to bring about thanksgiving to God. Third, Paul
connects “good works” to the central theological category of “righteousness” which suggests
their significance to his thinking. Finally, and along the same lines, Paul connects “good works”
to the believers’ gospel confession, thus suggesting their significance once again.
5.14 Overflow of Material “Good Deeds”
When Paul says that believers should “overflow in every good work” (περισσεύητε εἰς
πᾶν ἔργον ἀγαθόν; 9:8), he does so in the midst of lengthy reflection on his collection for the
poor in Jerusalem (8:1–9:15). The introductory δέ indicates that 9:8 represents a new
development in the same argument.900 We have already seen in this study that “good”
terminology and the phrase “do good” in particular occurs with reference to material sharing
elsewhere in Paul (e.g., Gal 6:10; 2 Thess 3:13; cf. Phil 1:6) and also within the LXX.901
Furthermore, we have seen that to “do the good” was a clear label for public benefactions and, as
such, it was a financial/material expression with which Paul’s audiences were likely familiar.902
Both context and background suggest that the phrase “every good work” in 9:8 refers to material
“good works.”
The reason that believers can overflow in “good works” is that God overflows with
“grace” for them (δυνατεῖ δὲ ὁ θεὸς πᾶσαν χάριν περισσεῦσαι εἰς ὑμᾶς; 9:8a). More specifically
the text says that “God is able to cause all grace to overflow to you.”903 What exactly does Paul
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mean by “all grace” here?904 Garland suggests that the phrase “[covers] the material blessings
and the spiritual motivation to share them” while Furnish seems to limit the term to material
blessings.905 The latter understanding is slightly more likely since Paul clarifies that the gift of
God’s grace allows the Corinthians to be αὐτάρκεια—that is, they are “content” or “sufficient.”
The term can refer to either an internal sufficiency apart from and in spite of external
circumstances (as it was commonly used in Stoic and Cynic thought) or it can refer to an external
sufficiency.906 Here external sufficiency is in view since Paul’s point is that they will have
resources from which to engage in material “good works” (cf. 9:10–11). Therefore, the grace that
overflows is likely specifying the abundant provision of God that allows the Corinthians to keep
giving.907
It is striking that Paul brings one of his most beloved theological terms, χάρις, to bear
upon a subject (i.e., material giving) that is often considered to be theologically insignificant. We
will see below that he does the same thing with the loaded term δικαιοσύνη. Noting Paul’s use of
these terms and others, Dunn concludes that the collection effort “provides the clearest evidence
of the practical outworking of Paul’s theology….”908 Thus this particular passage confirms in an
explicit way one of the major conclusions of the present study: that “doing the good” is central to
Paul’s theology and ethics.
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For a recent discussion of the meaning of χάρις, see Barclay, Paul, 575–82. He concludes that while the
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Spirit to the weak and incapable. The charis of ‘generous giving’ was of a piece with the charis of ‘thanks’ as a
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The rhetoric of 9:8 conveys a “rich” sense of “overflow” or “abundance.” Paul says that
God provides “all grace” (πᾶσαν χάριν) so that “in everything, always having all sufficiency” (ἐν
παντὶ πάντοτε πᾶσαν αὐτάρκειαν ἔχοντες), believers can “overflow in every good work”
(περισσεύητε εἰς πᾶν ἔργον ἀγαθόν).909 A similar emphasis appears in 9:11: “In everything you
will be enriched for all generosity” (ἐν παντὶ πλουτιζόμενοι εἰς πᾶσαν ἁπλότητα).910 Paul’s
hyperbolic point is that God will always provide them with plenty to engage in the “good work”
of generous giving.911
It is important to recognize that the “overflow” of material blessing in this verse is for the
purpose of sharing with those in need. This is one of the ways in which the believers’ αὐτάρκεια
differs from that of the philosophers’.912 As Furnish states, αὐτάρκεια for the philosophers was
“gained by freedom from external circumstances and other people….”913 Paul presents an
αὐτάρκεια that is for the sake of others.914 This passage does not, then, promise mere material
wealth as a reward for “good deeds.” Rather, it promises abundant resources for sharing and
“doing good.”915

For the meaning of περισσεύω as “abound” or “overflow,” see BDAG, “περισσεύω,” 805. For the
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5.15 Meeting Needs and Glorifying God
The purpose of “doing good works,” and particularly of relieving poverty in Jerusalem in
this context, is twofold: It both meets human needs and leads people to thank and glorify God.
Paul’s use of a “not only—but also” (οὐ μόνον ἐστὶν προσαναπληροῦσα τὰ ὑστερήματα τῶν
ἁγίων, ἀλλὰ καὶ περισσεύουσα διὰ πολλῶν εὐχαριστιῶν τῷ θεῷ) construction in 9:12 serves to
place emphasis on the latter purpose (i.e., to bring glory to God).916 However, this emphasis is
not necessarily meant to lessen the importance of meeting human needs. Having already
established the importance of alleviating the pain of the fellow-believers in Jerusalem (8:13–15),
Paul now wants to emphasize the ultimate payoff of this “good work”: God receives an overflow
of thanks and glorification (9:11–15).
The idea that believers should meet the needs of fellow believers is present in other
Pauline texts as well, although he more frequently uses the term χρεία to express this idea. In at
least two other places, the Pauline tradition explicitly connects “doing the good” with meeting
needs: Eph 4:28 says that former thieves should “work the good with their own hands so that
they might have something to give to the one who has a need” (ἐργαζόμενος ταῖς [ἰδίαις] χερσὶν
τὸ ἀγαθόν, ἵνα ἔχῃ μεταδιδόναι τῷ χρείαν ἔχοντι). Likewise, Tit 3:14 says that believers should
“devote themselves to good works for the meeting of urgent needs so that they may not be
unfruitful” (καλῶν ἔργων προΐστασθαι εἰς τὰς ἀναγκαίας χρείας, ἵνα μὴ ὦσιν ἄκαρποι). The
concern for helping people in need, then, is an important one for Paul (cf. Rom 12:13)917 and one
that is specifically addressed through the “good work” of generous giving.
The main emphasis of the present context, however, is on the glory and thanksgiving that
will “overflow” to God because of this generous gift (9:12). Paul uses εὐχαριστία (“thanks”)
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Cf. Runge, Grammar, 93–96.
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twice (9:11; 12) and then the broader term δοξάζω in 9:13.918 I argued in Chapter 4 that the same
idea is conveyed by a cognate of the latter term (ἐνδοξάζομαι) in 2 Thess 1:11–12. There Paul
prays that God will “fulfill your every kind intention springing from goodness … so that the
name of our Lord Jesus might be glorified in you” (πληρώσῃ πᾶσαν εὐδοκίαν ἀγαθωσύνης …
ὅπως ἐνδοξασθῇ τὸ ὄνομα τοῦ κυρίου ἡμῶν Ἰησοῦ ἐν ὑμῖν; 2 Thess 1:11–12). Both texts are
expressing the same concept: “Good works” enhance God’s reputation in the world.
We have just seen that in 8:21 Paul suggests the importance of outsider observance with
regard to the believers’ “good deeds.” It is no surprise, then, that Paul once again, even as he is
arguing for the importance of believers sending aid to other believers, considers the impact on
“all” people. He says that the recipients of the gift will give God glory because of the
Corinthians’ generosity “to them and to all people” (εἰς αὐτοὺς καὶ εἰς πάντας; 9:13). Paul
clearly expects that the Corinthians’ generosity will extend far beyond this singular occasion and
far beyond the boundaries of the Christian community.919 As we have already seen in this study,
Paul’s concern for all people appears in multiple other of his letters in association with “good
works” (Gal 6:6–10; 1 Thess 5:15; 2 Cor 8:21; Rom 12:17; cf. Titus 3:8). Apparently, the
consideration of outsiders is just a part of Paul’s basic ideological repertoire when he is thinking
of the impact of “good deeds.”
Thus, the significance of “good works” for Paul lies not just in their humanitarian impact,
but also in their potential to advance the mission of God in the world. Paul sees the collection for
Jerusalem as one highly-significant instance of the more general pattern of behavior that should
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characterize all believers: the “doing of good” that brings benefit to the lives of others and thus
leads others to glorify God. It is somewhat striking that Paul says nothing of “thanks” being
given to the human givers. Instead, the recipients of the gift will offer prayer to God on their
behalf (9:14). In fact, the Corinthians’ generosity indicates that “the surpassing grace of God”
(τὴν ὑπερβάλλουσαν χάριν τοῦ θεου; 9:14) is upon them, not just on their beneficiaries. Thus, for
Paul, God is the central actor in the drama of human generosity and his name is glorified
precisely for this reason.
5.16 “Good Works” and Righteousness
In 9:9–10 Paul returns to the farming imagery with which he introduced the present
discussion (9:6). This time he is quoting from Ps 111:9: “He scattered abroad; he gave to the
poor; his righteousness endures forever” (ἐσκόρπισεν, ἔδωκεν τοῖς πένησιν, ἡ δικαιοσύνη αὐτοῦ
μένει εἰς τὸν αἰῶνα; 9:9). Paul’s commentary on this text follows as he explains that God, the
one who “provides seed to the sower” (ὁ δὲ ἐπιχορηγῶν σπόρον τῷ σπείροντι; 9:10) “will
increase the harvest of [the Corinthians’] righteousness” (αὐξήσει τὰ γενήματα τῆς δικαιοσύνης
ὑμῶν; 9:10). Just as we saw in regard to χάρις above, it is striking that Paul brings such a
theologically significant term to bear on the subject of charitable giving.920
Almost everyone acknowledges that δικαιοσύνη is related to generosity in this passage.
But it is not clear how so. Barnett finds a reference to “covenant loyalty” in 9:9 while suggesting
that the “harvest” in 9:10 issues from forensic right standing.921 Likewise C. K. Barrett, while
highlighting the moral dimension of δικαιοσύνη here, allows for the possibility that the term has
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its “characteristic forensic sense.”922 Barrett indicates that the “harvest of righteousness” in 9:10
involves “[expressing] your right status before God….”923 Meanwhile he argues that if the term
does have a moral sense, it more likely refers to generic morality than to specific acts of
charity.924 Ben Witherington by contrast says that “‘righteousness’ is almost synonymous with
‘generosity’” in this passage.925 This latter idea that connects moral righteousness to the
righteousness of generosity is likely correct.926 To understand the connection better, it will be
helpful to pause and consider the meaning of “righteousness” more broadly.
For some time now, δικαιοσύνη has been at the center of the stormy debate surrounding
Pauline theology. Traditionally, Protestant thinkers (especially Reformed-Protestant thinkers)
have over-emphasized the forensic background of this term leading to the conclusion that God’s
forensic declaration of righteousness implies a “legal fiction” for believers—that is, believers are
legally declared to be righteous while remaining unrighteous in behavior and life.927 Despite his
major pushback against traditional Reformed readings of Paul, N. T. Wright still reflects some of
the typical misunderstanding on this point. Addressing the cognate verb δικαιόω, Wright states
that “it does not denote an action which transforms someone so much as a declaration which
grants them a status. It is the status of the person which is transformed by the action of
‘justification,’ not the character.”928
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Part of the problem with Wright’s interpretation is that he distances δικαιοσύνη from its
normal meaning in a Greco-Roman context.929 While it is certainly true that Paul is drawing on
the Jewish scriptures in 9:9–10 and elsewhere, we should not minimize the significance of the
fact the he is writing to primarily Gentile audiences. So, what would a normal Greek citizen have
understood by the term δικαιοσύνη? The lexical evidence unambiguously points to behavior that
conforms to a moral or legal norm.930 The basic meaning of δικαιοσύνη implies an “enacted
moral quality.”931 Paul’s audiences would have been familiar with δικαιοσύνη as both a central
philosophical-ethical term and as a political term.932 It is highly unlikely that he would have
expected them to completely rework the meaning of this pervasive term in light of the Hebrew
Bible, removing its normal moral denotation.
But even with respect to Jewish background, things are not so simple as Wright suggests.
While it is certainly true that δικαιόω (and the noun δικαιοσύνη) has a forensic sense (cf. Rom
3:21–26), the forensic is not neatly separable from the ethical. As Douglas Campbell has
explained, “Judicial verdicts are both indicative and performative ... Thus, things happen as a
direct result of this action and are in fact enacted by this verbal act.”933 Campbell suggests the
helpful designation “forensic-liberative” to describe Paul’s use of this terminology.934 Thus, the
line between “declaring” and “making” righteous is not a firm one—those whom God justifies,
he also liberates. Contrary to Wright’s statement above, status and character are ultimately
inseparable.
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In addition to this forensic background, Wright and others also emphasize the
relational/covenantal background to δικαιοσύνη.935 In discussing δικαιοσύνη in Galatians, he
states that it “denotes a status, not a moral quality. It means ‘membership in God’s true
family.’”936 Thus, the forensic context “has given way” to this more covenantal meaning.937
Once again, this background is important but it should not be set in opposition to ethical
righteousness. In fact, the covenant relationship for the Jews established the ethical norm—
because they had entered into a covenant relationship with God, they were responsible to behave
as he commanded.938 Even commands that carry no obvious ethical sense (e.g., cultic
commands) become ethical when a person is under covenant obligation to fulfill them. It is the
simple ethics of keeping one’s commitments. Responding to Ziesler’s claim that justification
involves restoration of right covenant relations but does not involve “the establishment of new
character,” Michael J. Gorman rightly asks how someone can be restored to a scriptural covenant
community and this “not involve their transformation into people who keep the covenant?”939
Precisely. Neither the forensic nor the covenantal senses of δικαιοσύνη can be separated from
ethical behavior.
This extended discussion of δικαιοσύνη is relevant to 9:9–10 in the following ways.
First, if δικαιοσύνη is centrally a moral term, it is not surprising or confusing to see it reflecting
that meaning in this passage. More specifically, the ethical dimension of this term explains how
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it could naturally come into close association with generosity.940 In fact, at times δικαιοσύνη
seems to have become a near synonym for “almsgiving” (cf. Ps 36:21, 26–27).941
“Righteousness,” “showing mercy,” and “doing good” all function together as central ethical
features of God’s covenant community.
Second, by recognizing that δικαιοσύνη refers to covenant ethics, we can bypass any
potential confusion over whether Paul means to identify “covenant loyalty” or “ethical behavior”
in 9:9. The two ideas are overlapping and mutually reinforcing. By “giving to the poor,” a
covenant member demonstrates fidelity to the covenant and morally commendable behavior.
Psalm 110:3–5 is instructive here. After stating that God’s “righteousness endures forever”
(110:3), and that “the Lord is merciful and compassionate” (110:4), the Psalmist continues: “He
has given food to those who fear him; his covenant will be remembered forever (110:5).
Apparently, the Psalmist sees a direct connection between God’s generous provision and the
keeping of his covenant.
This point is relevant for determining who the righteous giver is in 9:9: God or the human
person? The immediate context would suggest that God is the subject since he is also the subject
in 9:8 and 9:10.942 However, the Psalm itself has the human giver in view (Ps 111:9). If a choice
is necessary, the immediate context should be decisive since Paul is capable of adjusting and
reapplying OT texts. But it is possible that Paul is leaving the question intentionally ambiguous
precisely because he recognizes the deep interconnectedness of God and human beings in
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covenant relationship.943 Thus, Furnish argues that “those who give generously should know that
their charitable act is a part of that larger righteousness of God by which they themselves live
and in which they shall remain forever (v. 9).”944 God’s generous behavior within the covenant
becomes the believers’ generous behavior as well.
Finally, in view of the foregoing discussion, we may consider what the “harvest of
righteousness” is in 9:10. The harvest cannot be the expression of a forensic right standing since
δικαιοσύνη in 9:9 refers to ethical and not forensic righteousness.945 It is also unlikely that the
harvest refers to the actual amount of the Corinthians’ contributions.946 The subsequent text
clarifies Paul’s meaning: “In everything you will be enriched for all generosity” (ἐν παντὶ
πλουτιζόμενοι εἰς πᾶσαν ἁπλότητα; 9:11). Paul is affirming what he has already stated in 9:6—
that the generous believers will reap “bountifully.” The immediate meaning of the statement is
that God will reward you for your generosity specifically by supplying your needs so that you
can continue to be generous.947
The point not to be overlooked in all of this discussion is that Paul brings the key
theological term δικαιοσύνη into close association with the believers’ generous giving. This
indicates that for Paul ethical living in general—and generous giving in particular—is
inseparable from the heart of his message. God in his never-failing righteousness graciously
gives to the poor (9:9); as believers join God in giving to the poor, they reflect his righteousness
and receive bountiful provisions to continue in this work (9:10). This deep theological
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understanding merges with our final consideration of the connection between generous giving
and obedience to the gospel.
5.17 Generous Giving and the Gospel
As we have seen, Paul believes that one of the central outcomes of the Corinthians’
generosity is that God will receive thanks and glory (9:11–15). He makes the statement in 9:13
that God will receive glory particularly because of the Corinthians’ “obedience arising from
[their] confession with reference to the gospel of Christ” (τῇ ὑποταγῇ τῆς ὁμολογίας ὑμῶν εἰς τὸ
εὐαγγέλιον τοῦ Χριστου).948 The gospel is unquestionably at the center of Paul’s life and
proclamation. He received it directly from Jesus (Gal 1:11–12) and believed that he had been
especially chosen to proclaim it (Rom 1:1). As the now famous Pauline passage reads, the gospel
“is the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes” (Rom 1:16). It is once again
striking to witness Paul bringing the subject of Christian generosity into contact with the heart of
his proclamation and theology.
Here Paul connects the gospel with “obedience” and “confession.” It is not clear how the
genitive construction τῇ ὑποταγῇ τῆς ὁμολογίας ὑμῶν should be understood. It could mean that
they are “obedient to their confession” (i.e., an objective genitive) or it could mean that their
obedience arises from their confession (i.e., a subjective genitive or genitive of source).949 It is
helpful to note Louw and Nida’s definition of ὁμολογέω—“to express openly one’s allegiance to
a proposition or person….”950 It is easier to understand how obedience could arise from such an
expression than it is to understand how one could be obedient to such an expression. How
The εἰς here is understood referentially. See L&N, “ἐπί (with the genitive); εἰς (with the accusative); ἐν
(with the dative),” 1:90.23; Harris, Corinthians, 654.
949
For options see Garland, Corinthians, 414. Garland also mentions an appositional genitive as an option
(“the obedience which is one’s confession”). Although it is possible that this generous action was considered by
extension to be their “expression of allegiance,” given that a literal verbal confession existed independently of such
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exactly would one obey a personal expression of allegiance? Therefore, the subjective/source
genitive is more likely, although ultimately the point is not significantly affected—in either case,
Paul is highlighting that obedience and gospel-confession are integrally related.951
Elsewhere when Paul mentions obedience to the gospel, he does so as an expression for
basic acceptance of the saving message (cf. 2 Thess 1:8; Rom 10:16). Furthermore, mention of
the “confession” implies the same basic acceptance (cf. Rom 10:9–10; cf. 1 Tim 6:12–13).952 It is
natural, then, to think that in the present context generosity to the poor connects with basic
acceptance of the gospel. Of course, in one sense, general “obedience” is inherent to accepting
the gospel. But if that is all Paul has in mind, it is surprising that he never speaks of “obedience”
to the gospel or “confession” of the gospel in reference to more generic Christian activity outside
2 Cor 9:13. Could it be that while all obedience arises from acceptance of the gospel, generous
giving has a special role as an indicator of one’s Christian faith? Or could it be that generous
giving stands alongside a few other activities (e.g., rejecting idolatry and sexual immorality [1
Thess 1:10; 4:3–8]) as fundamental expressions of the gospel?
Confirmation of this view comes from a second consideration: As I argued in Chapter 3,
Gal 2:1–10 suggests that care for the poor (in Paul’s ministry to the Gentiles) was closely related
to his gospel mission. Both Paul and the Jerusalem leadership agreed that while Paul would not
demand circumcision from his Gentile converts, he would ground them in the fundamental
Jewish concern for the poor. This was the “only” (μόνον; Gal 2:10) thing the Jerusalem
leadership wished to be sure Paul remembered as he took his law-free gospel to the Gentiles. The
command was important since in classical Greek thought, “Die Unterstützung der Armen wurde
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weder als ευεργεσία noch als έργον καλόν bezeichnet.”953 Therefore, it is quite possible that
Paul, remembering the significance of the Jerusalem agreement, now emphasizes to the
Corinthians that their generosity will demonstrate to the Jerusalem church that they have truly
received the gospel and become obedient to its charitable demands—precisely as Paul and the
Jerusalem leaders had previously agreed.954
Harris seems to be getting near this understanding when he argues that Paul was requiring
obedience to “a gospel that demands that believers should help to relieve need both inside and
outside the family of believers (Rom 12:13; Gal 6:9–10; cf. Luke 6:38; 1 Tim 6:18; Heb
13:15).”955 Paul brought a gospel to the Corinthians that demanded obedience—especially, it
demanded that Gentiles learn a new way of thinking about the poor. As a central part of their
training in the gospel, Paul’s converts were learning to share their resources for the good of
others. When they did so, they demonstrated in a remarkable way that the grace of Christ had
made the righteousness of faith a reality in their lives.
5.18 Theological and Ethical Conclusions
Perhaps more than any other passage, this text conveys the theological significance of
generosity to the poor in Paul’s thinking. Using material resources to do “good works” is a
matter of grace, righteousness, and obedience to the gospel for Paul. By emphasizing grace, Paul
places generous giving in the context of God’s prior and continuing activity. Just as believers are
“saved” by grace (cf. Eph 2:8), believers are empowered to give by grace. In this case, God’s
grace comes in the very concrete form of material provision—God supplies “seed for sowing.” It
is in the context of the security provided by God’s gifts that believers can be exorbitantly
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generous. As Philip Hughes says, in this context the believer “finds not only that, contrary to
human probability, he yet has sufficiency for his own needs, but, far more, that he is so enriched
by divine grace as to be able constantly to abound in every kind of good work.”956
By emphasizing “righteousness,” Paul connects the “good work” of generosity to the
ethical and covenantal righteousness of God. God’s own righteousness is reflected in his
generosity to his people and to outsiders. Believers are expected to enter into this righteousness
and thus demonstrate God’s care for his people and for unbelievers. Perhaps this is one specific
way in which believers “become the righteousness of God” (5:21).957 For Paul, encountering the
God who transforms character is fundamental to becoming “righteous.” And one of the most
salient marks of a true transforming encounter with God is overflowing generosity.
Grace and righteousness are inseparably intertwined with the gospel itself for Paul. Thus,
material generosity is also a matter of obedience to the gospel. This text, combined with Paul’s
similar teaching in Galatians, suggests that generosity to the poor was one of the central features
of Paul’s ethics that he taught to all of his Gentile converts. Learning the way of the gospel
meant learning to give oneself for others. And Paul apparently expected generous giving to be
one of the most foundational and conspicuous manifestations of this self-giving way. With
specific reference to grace in this passage, Wright says: “Grace, generosity and gratitude: these
are not optional extras of Christian living, but are the very heart of it all.”958
Finally, it is highly significant that once again Paul emphasizes the impact that material
“good works” will have upon others. In this text, he is targeting believer-to-believer giving and
thus he highlights the thanksgiving and glory that believers will give to God in light of the
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Corinthians’ generosity. But even here he mentions that their giving will continue to abound far
beyond this one instance. In regards to the little phrase “for all” in 9:13, Bruce Longenecker
argues that this is not just a “throw-away line.”959 Rather, it indicates that Paul saw the Jerusalem
collection as one “instantiation of a general practice of generosity that was to characterize the ongoing corporate life of Jesus-groups ‘for all’ of the needy.”960 This distinctive practice of radical
generosity for “all” the poor was characteristic of the “Jesus-groups” precisely because it was an
inherent implication of the gospel itself.

2 Corinthians 13:7
5.19 Introduction to 2 Corinthians 13:7
By encouraging the Corinthians to do what is καλός at 13:7, Paul once again places “the
good” at the center of a climactic section. In 12:11–13:10, Paul is making the final appeal of his
letter, urging the Corinthians to accept repentance and restoration.961 He makes this appeal in
light of his impending visit to Corinth (12:14; 13:1) in which he intends to identify and punish
those who persist in wrong-doing (13:1–2). But rather than resort to such severe measures, he
would prefer to find the Corinthians refusing evil and doing “what is good” (12: 20–21; 13:7).
A central question emerges in this final section, implied earlier but now made explicit:
Who is truly “approved” (δοκιμή; 13:3–7)? Paul’s answer to this question is derived directly
from his understanding of the Messiah: The person who has taken on the likeness of the crucified
Messiah is the one who is truly approved (13:4–5). I will argue below that the doing of “the
good” in 13:7 is inseparable from this discussion about the Messiah. More specifically, I will
argue that Paul uses καλός to draw attention to the truly honorable way of the Messiah. To
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establish this reading, I will first examine the larger context of 2 Corinthians, especially chs. 10–
12, in which Paul is attempting to convince the Corinthians to accept a reversal of fleshly honorshame values. Then, I will walk through the major exegetical issues of 13:7 and the surrounding
context that confirm this understanding. In the process, it will become clear that when Paul urges
the Corinthians to “do the good” in 13:7, he is urging them to accept a paradoxical way of honor
defined by God and not by the surrounding society.
5.20 Honor at Issue in 2 Corinthians
In general, translators are content to render καλός in 13:7 as “what is right” (NRSV; ESV;
NAS; NIV; NLT; HCSB).962 This understanding continues to overlook what we have repeatedly
seen in this study and in the present chapter—that καλός was first of all a term associated with
outward impressions and therefore came to centrally refer to what others recognized as
“honorable” or “praiseworthy.” In contrast to modern concerns about what is “right,” Paul’s world
was preoccupied with questions about “honor.” When Paul employs an honor term like καλός in
the midst of a discussion of honor, the term almost certainly maintains this central meaning. The
broader context of 2 Corinthians, and chs. 10–12 specifically, make it clear that honor is under
consideration when we arrive at 13:7.
We have already noted in this chapter how Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians is
thoroughly enveloped in issues of status conflict, social division, and elitist spirituality—all
fundamentally related to the ancient interest in public honor. This unquenchable thirst for honor
that created the internal strife addressed in Paul’s first letter has now created friction with Paul
that he must address in the second letter. More specifically, “false-apostles” (11:13) who have
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not grasped the honor-reversal inherent to the way of Jesus have awakened the Corinthians’ own
honor aspirations and now threaten to undermine Paul’s relationship with them. This is the
situation that Paul begins to address directly in chs. 10–12.
In ch. 10 Paul initiates his appeal for the Corinthians to accept him as a true
representative of Christ (10:7). His opponents have accused him of being “weak” (ἀσθενής) and
unimpressive in person (10:10; cf. 10:1–2), perhaps believing that such accusations should
discredit his apostolic authority. Although in response Paul claims a certain “strength” that will
allow him to punish wrong-doers (10:1–11), he refuses to accept the premise that “weakness” is
dishonorable or disqualifying. In fact, he “boasts” in his weaknesses (11:30; 12:9) and claims to
experience the power of Christ through them (12:9). Thus, Paul’s understanding of ἀσθενής
(ἀσθένεια/ἀσθενέω) becomes crucial to understanding this section.
The term ἀσθενής can refer to physical or moral weakness,963 but in this particular
context it is referring to social inferiority.964 Thus, when Paul presents himself as “weak,” he is
using the term to express a disadvantaged social position—he is (from a certain perspective)
powerless and shamed.965 The same is true of the “weaknesses” of which he boasts in 2 Cor 10–
12. In 11:23–27 Paul mentions his labors, imprisonments, beatings, dangers, hunger, etc.966
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Again in 12:10 he makes note of the insults, persecutions, and distresses that he faces. By
contrast, Paul’s opponents are “super-apostles” who have apparent rhetorical gifts and do not
mind taking payment for their services (11:5–15). They exalt themselves above the Corinthians,
take advantage of them, even slap them in the face (11:20). With biting sarcasm Paul responds:
“To my shame I say, we have been weak in comparison!” (κατὰ ἀτιμίαν λέγω, ὡς ὅτι ἡμεῖς
ἠσθενήκαμεν; 11:21).967
Paul highlights the irony of his position by boasting in these weaknesses (11:23–30;
12:9–10). It is helpful to note that boasting was an expected component of the honor contest in
antiquity.968 Since ancient honor was a public matter that depended entirely on the recognition of
the group, and since honor could be gained or lost, people in antiquity were involved in “a
perpetual struggle for public recognition.”969 In this context, boasting “was often seen as a
demand for public recognition of honor.”970 The extent to which Paul resists this natural societal
phenomenon is evident in his great reluctance to engage his opponents in this regard. Although
he feels forced to boast because of his opponents’ attacks (12:11), he does so with pointed irony,
claiming that by boasting he is “talking like a crazy person!” (11:23).
Remarkably, however, even as he is driven to boasting, Paul refuses to claim honor for
many of the things that might be more broadly recognized as “honorable.”971 He does not, for
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example, mention his many miracles or his establishment of many Christian congregations or his
relationship with other high-ranking apostles.972 Instead, he includes within his boast the ways in
which he is weak, despised, and mistreated (11:23–28; 12:10). In fact, he boasts of the ways in
which he has been publicly humiliated (e.g., floggings; 11:24).973 He could do so because he had
embraced an entirely different measure for evaluating honor and shame—namely, the cross of
Christ. As he explains in 13:4, Jesus “was crucified because of weakness, but he lives because of
the power of God” (ἐσταυρώθη ἐξ ἀσθενείας, ἀλλὰ ζῇ ἐκ δυνάμεως θεοῦ).
Paul is deeply concerned that the “false-apostles” are leading his converts away from this
reversed order of Christ and back into the world of fleshly competitions (11:1–4). To go this
route would be in Paul’s mind a drastic move, equivalent to embracing “another Jesus,” “a
different Spirit,” “a different gospel” (11:4). In fact, it would be closely akin to Satanic deception
(11:3). Paul’s central motivation had been to present them in covenant marriage as “a pure virgin
to Christ” (παρθένον ἁγνὴν παραστῆσαι τῷ Χριστῷ; 11:2). His desire was for them to have
“sincerity and purity directed toward Christ” (τῆς ἁπλότητος καὶ τῆς ἁγνότητος τῆς εἰς τὸν
Χριστόν; 11:3). It is difficult to overstate the significance of these statements—Paul in essence
ties true Christian faith to the acceptance of this cruciform ethic. Either one embraces the radical
reversal of honor and shame or one rejects Jesus.
We should observe that Paul has already broached this subject in the present epistle. In
5:7 he says that “we walk by faith, not by appearances” (διὰ πίστεως γὰρ περιπατοῦμεν, οὐ διὰ
εἴδου) and follows this statement in 5:12 by explaining that he wants the Corinthians to be able
to respond to those who “boast in appearance and not in heart.” This is at least part of what it

972

Cf. Harris, Corinthians, 798.
Glancy explains that: “In Roman habitus, whipping was the archetypal mark of dishonor” (“Boasting,”
107). Again, “Dishonorable bodies were whippable; honorable bodies were not” (“Boasting,” 109).
973

224

means to “no longer recognize anyone according to the flesh” (5:16). That is, by rejecting
exterior measurements of honor and status, believers embrace a “new creation” (5:17) in which
honor is no longer ascribed to those “powerful” or “noble” according to the flesh. The same
“new creation” reality is guiding Paul’s thinking in 2 Cor 10–13. According to Paul, one simply
cannot be a true follower of Jesus without entering this re-ordered reality.
5.21 Who Is δοκιμή?
Paul’s “foolish” boasting comes to an end at 12:10 and he returns to where he began with
an appeal for the Corinthians to recognize his authority and to come to obedience (10:1–18;
12:11–13:4).974 He knows that potential conflict awaits him upon his third visit to Corinth and he
is prepared to exercise his full apostolic authority in addressing it (10:1–6; 12:20–13:4). The only
way to avoid this painful confrontation is for the Corinthians to acknowledge that Paul is a true
apostle of Christ and repent of their sins (12:20–13:4). But as the surrounding context makes
clear, the Corinthians can only accept Paul as their apostle if they accept the radical reversal of
honor and shame that he represents. Thus, Paul concludes his epistle with a call for the
Corinthians to embrace the “weak” way of Jesus so that they can do what is truly honorable
(13:3–7).
After noting his concern that he will have to address the ongoing sins of the church when
he next visits Corinth (12:20–13:2), Paul introduces the key term of this final segment: δοκιμή.
Some form of this word occurs six times in 13:3–7. It indicates something or someone that finds
approval (sometimes a specifically civic approval) through testing.975 It may also relate to
someone “being considered worthy of high regard.”976 Paul is thus raising the question here that

Witherington notes that the 12:11 signals the end of the “Fool’s Discourse” (Conflict, 466).
See LSJ (abridged), “ δοκιμάζω,“ 11314; BDAG, “δοκιμάζω,” “δοκιμή, ῆς, ἡ” “δόκιμος, ον,” 255–56.
976
BDAG, “δόκιμος, ον,” 256.
974
975

225

has been implied all along: Who is truly approved? Who is worthy of high regard? 977 The
Corinthians have forced Paul to defend his worthiness as an apostle. They “seek proof that Christ
is speaking in [Paul]” (δοκιμὴν ζητεῖτε τοῦ ἐν ἐμοὶ λαλοῦντος Χριστοῦ; 13:3). Paul responds that
he will “prove” himself by disciplining those who continue in sin (13:1–3). In so doing, he will
demonstrate the power-in-weakness that corresponds to the crucified Christ (13:3–4).
It is important to recognize that even as Paul claims disciplinary authority, he does not
distance himself from “weakness.” Rather, this last-resort measure of dealing with sin (13:10)
demonstrates the power of Christ in Paul even as he remains weak in various ways (e.g., in
bodily presence [10:10] or social mistreatment [11:23–26]). By introducing the threat of
discipline, however, Paul shifts the focus back to the Corinthians—they in fact need to consider
if they are truly “approved” or else they will face the consequences. As he goes on to say: “Test
yourselves, whether you are in the faith; show yourselves approved” (Ἑαυτοὺς πειράζετε εἰ ἐστὲ
ἐν τῇ πίστει, ἑαυτοὺς δοκιμάζετε; 13:5).
Furnish correctly explains that “Paul is challenging his readers to reconsider what
constitutes the real ‘proof’ of apostleship.”978 As we have seen, this challenge really began in ch.
10. In fact, Paul uses δόκιμος as he first issues the challenge to those who are “commending
themselves”: “For it is not the one who commends himself who is approved, but the one whom the
Lord commends” (οὐ γὰρ ὁ ἑαυτὸν συνιστάνων, ἐκεῖνός ἐστιν δόκιμος, ἀλλὰ ὃν ὁ κύριος
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συνίστησιν; 10:18). He then proceeds to boast in his “weaknesses” and to claim that God’s power
is at work in him precisely when he is “weak” (11:23–12:10). The point becomes crystal clear:
The Lord gives approval not to those who have fleshly power, but to those who embrace weakness
and suffering for his sake. In fact, Paul begins the entire section by approaching the Corinthians in
the “meekness and gentleness of Christ” (10:1). This is the way of Christ—meekness and
gentleness, weakness and humility, not threats of violence and demonstrations of force.
Garland helpfully comments:
Meekness and gentleness were not virtues in a Corinthian culture marked by pitched battles
for social supremacy over others. Ruthlessly bludgeoning one’s social rivals was the rule.
The Corinthians therefore may have expected some miracle of power from Paul against
adversaries who so boldly opposed him.… The Corinthians’ confusion about Paul comes
from their failure to see proof that the crucified and resurrected Christ is working in him in
his weaknesses.… They find his weakness distasteful.979
Garland continues:
the key difference between Paul and the Corinthians … [is that] they do not perceive power
the same way. The Corinthians understand power as something exerted by assertive,
domineering, forceful personalities who boisterously and tyrannically wield authority. The
apostle sees divine power perfected in weakness.980
These are precisely the issues we uncovered in Gal 4:12–20 (see Chapter 3) where Paul is
once again engaged in a struggle against opponents who seek to drag his converts back into the
world of fleshly honor competitions. In that text, Paul urges his converts to be “zealous” for the
καλός that is truly καλός, one that is reconceived on the basis of encounter with Christ (Gal 4:20).
In that discussion, we noted Benjamin Lappenga’s observation that “the good” which was most
often associated with “zeal” in the Greek tradition could be equated with things like fame, power,
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and physical beauty.981 It was the “the strong, powerful, noble ‘good’ that was the proper object
of ζήλος” in Greek literature and inscriptions.982 Paul’s point both in Gal 4 and 2 Cor 13 is the
opposite. For him it is weakness, not strength or nobility that indicates the true presence and power
of Christ.
5.22 Christological Clarity
It almost goes without saying that the pattern of Christ informs all of Paul’s ethical
instructions in 2 Cor 10–13. This understanding is made unmistakable in 13:3b–4.983 Having
threatened them with discipline as a “proof” of his apostolic authority in 13:1–3a, Paul continues
by reminding the Corinthians that Christ “is not weak toward you but he is powerful among you”
(ὃς εἰς ὑμᾶς οὐκ ἀσθενεῖ ἀλλὰ δυνατεῖ ἐν ὑμῖν; 13:3b).984 This claim would certainly resonate with
a group of believers who prided themselves in their great giftedness (cf. 1 Cor 12, 14).985
Paul qualifies this statement with two καὶ γὰρ sentences. It will be helpful to set them in
parallel below:986
καὶ γὰρ ἐσταυρώθη ἐξ ἀσθενείας, ἀλλὰ ζῇ ἐκ δυνάμεως θεοῦ (13:4a)
καὶ γὰρ ἡμεῖς ἀσθενοῦμεν ἐν αὐτῷ, ἀλλὰ ζήσομεν σὺν αὐτῷ ἐκ δυνάμεως θεοῦ εἰς ὑμᾶς (13:4b)
The first sentence serves to clarify the initial comment that Jesus is not weak but powerful among
the Corinthian believers.987 Indeed, he was weak in a bodily/social sense when he was crucified.
We should not miss the fact that to be crucified was to be abjectly dishonored in the first century.
It was intended to convey “public ‘status degradation,’ destroying every vestige of a person’s
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standing in society before he died.”988 It would be impossible to assume a “weaker” social position
than the one Jesus assumed at his death. But Paul has discovered that despite this unspeakable
shame Jesus now lives because of God’s power! In the same way, Paul is “weak in him, but will
live with him because of God’s power” when he comes to address the problems at Corinth.989
Thus, the same life and power that characterize Christ among the Corinthians will also characterize
Paul.
If we remove the bolded parallel terms from the two sentences above as well as the εἰς
ὑμᾶς that serves as a kind of inclusio with the same phrase in 13:3b,990 the primary difference in
the second sentence appears to be the addition of the prepositional phrases ἐν αὐτῷ and σὺν
αὐτῷ.991 These phrases indicate Paul’s “union with Christ.”992 The latter phrase suggests that
“believers accompany Christ in his resurrected life by the power of God.”993 This same phrase is
used in Col 2:13 and 1 Thess 5:10 to suggest “participation” in Christ’s resurrection.”994 Although
the former phrase (ἐν αὐτῷ) is capable of a vast array of meanings,995 the parallel with σὺν αὐτῷ
indicates that it functions as a marker of union or participation here.996 It is noteworthy that Paul
does not say, “We are weak like him” or “We will live like him.” That would be the language of
imitation, not participation.997 Here we have language that suggests “accompaniment and
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association.”998 Thus, R. P. C. Hanson’s observation is on target: “Christians do not merely imitate,
follow or feel inspired by Christ, but actually live in him, are part of him, dwell supernaturally in
a new world where the air they breathe is his Spirit….”999
This emphasis on Paul’s own spiritual participation in the death and life of Jesus flows
naturally into his bold challenge for the Corinthians to “test” (πειράζετε) or “approve”
(δοκιμάζετε) themselves in 13:5. The test is precisely about their own connection to the living
Christ: “Or do you not realize concerning yourselves that Jesus Christ is in you?—unless you are
unapproved” (ἢ οὐκ ἐπιγινώσκετε ἑαυτοὺς ὅτι Ἰησοῦς Χριστὸς ἐν ὑμῖν; εἰ μήτι ἀδόκιμοί ἐστε). It
is likely that ἐν ὑμῖν means “in you” rather than “among you” since Paul is threatening to examine
and punish individuals who sin in this context (12:20–13:2). They all must “approve themselves”
individually since Paul will specifically punish those who persist in sin. Paul’s point is the converse
of the one he has just made about himself: Christ should be living in them just as Paul is living in
Christ.
The Corinthians have asked Paul for “evidence” of his being a true apostle; he now asks
them for “evidence” of their being true Christians, of their being “in the faith.” Barrett is likely
correct to suggest that ἐν τῇ πίστει (13:5a) is equivalent with Christ being ἐν ὑμῖν (13:5b). On
Barrett’s understanding, faith “is the reality of the presence of Christ, is the life of Christ in the
believer….”1000 This interpretation is not far removed from Furnish’s idea that πίστις refers to
obedience “in the sense that one’s whole life, placed under the rule of Christ’s love (5:14), is to be
conducted according to the guidance of the Spirit….”1001 In either case, faith in this context is not
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so much about believing doctrinal content as it is about living out the gospel/life of Christ or “living
in the new atmosphere or universe which inclusion in Christ’s body brings with it.”1002 Although
the articular τῇ πίστει might suggest a body of doctrine, it is important to realize that for Paul
doctrine and ethics were not neatly separable spheres—to be in the realm of correct belief would
imply correct behavior (cf. Rom 1:5). In this context, it is obviously behavior that Paul is calling
forth for examination (12:20–13:2, 7). Particularly, it is behavior that reflects union with the
crucified Messiah (13:3–4).1003
What is at issue for the Corinthians, then, is discovering if the Christ-filled life of the gospel
is actually present in them. Paul is confident that such a life is present in himself and he hopes that
the Corinthians will come to know that this is so (13:6). In fact, such is Paul’s confidence in his
own walk with Christ that he can state in 13:8: “We are not able (to do) anything against the truth
but (only) for the truth” (οὐ γὰρ δυνάμεθά τι κατὰ τῆς ἀληθείας ἀλλὰ ὑπὲρ τῆς ἀληθείας). “Truth”
here is probably a near synonym for the “gospel” as it is elsewhere in Paul’s writings (Gal 5:7; 2
Thess 2:12; cf. Eph 1:13; Col 1:5).1004 Thus, it is the gospel, the faith, the reversed standards of
the crucified Messiah that guide Paul in his own self-evaluation. By these standards, he is confident
of his own approval.
5.23 Avoiding What Is Bad and Doing What Is Honorable—13:7
The δέ at the beginning of 13:7 signals a new development in the argument. Now Paul
arrives at the heart of his concern: His prayer is not for himself and his own validation but for
them, that they “do nothing wrong” (μὴ ποιῆσαι ὑμᾶς κακὸν μηδέν). The μηδέν is emphatic and
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might be rendered “nothing at all.”1005 This observation renders R. C. Lenski’s argument—that
the aorist verb (ποιῆσαι) suggests the specific act of “siding with the impenitent sinners”—
unlikely.1006 Were this much specificity intended we would expect the omission of μηδέν and
perhaps the addition of the article before κακὸν. As it stands, this statement is broad and
inclusive of all kinds of wrongdoing.
As we saw earlier in this study, κακός is a term implying both moral wrong and “harm”
to others. Understandably, then, Paul frequently employs this term in parallel to ἀγαθός as the
opposite of the “beneficial good” (Rom 2:9–10; 3:8; 12:21; 1 Thess 5:15). However, Paul does
occasionally contrast καλός and κακός (Rom 7:21; 12:17). It should be remembered that while
καλός highlights visible or impactful goodness (thus beauty and honor are frequently intended),
this goodness is not neatly separable from the realms of morality and benefit. Therefore, it
remains an appropriate counterpart to κακός.
The structure of 13:7 is somewhat surprising. I have outlined it below:
εὐχόμεθα δὲ πρὸς τὸν θεὸν
μὴ ποιῆσαι ὑμᾶς κακὸν μηδέν,
οὐχ ἵνα ἡμεῖς δόκιμοι φανῶμεν,
ἀλλ᾽ ἵνα ὑμεῖς τὸ καλὸν ποιῆτε,
ἡμεῖς δὲ ὡς ἀδόκιμοι ὦμεν.1007
We would have expected two parallel statements about “good” and “evil” such as the following:
μὴ ποιῆσαι ὑμᾶς κακὸν μηδέν
ἀλλὰ ποιῆσαι ὑμᾶς τὸ καλὸν
Perhaps, then, a qualifying statement would follow explaining that Paul is not concerned about
his own approval. However, as it stands, the statement has one central prayer (“that you do
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nothing at all wrong”) followed by two purpose clauses (“not that we might appear approved, but
that you might do what is honorable”). While it is possible that the second ἵνα-clause should be
taken in parallel with the initial infinitive-content clause, the grammar certainly does not suggest
this understanding.1008 Not only do the infinitive and subjunctive clauses differ, the οὐχ-ἀλλά
phrasing suggests that the two ἵνα-clauses are functioning in close parallel.
Our analysis, then, will seek to understand how both ἵνα-clauses provide clarity regarding
the purpose of “not doing anything evil.” The first clause obviously expresses what is not the
purpose: “not that we might appear approved.” A number of interpreters believe that Paul is
anticipating what might happen if the Corinthians repent and become obedient: He will then not
need to demonstrate the “proof” of his apostleship by punishing offenders.1009 In other words,
Paul wants them to be obedient even though it may make him look “unapproved.” However,
Paul’s point is not concession but clarification of purpose. He could have expressed the
concessive idea in another way, for example, with a participle. But the οὐχ ἵνα indicates that he
wants to prevent the wrong conclusion about his purpose in seeking their obedience.
The Corinthians’ allegiance itself would have been “proof” of Paul’s apostolic authority.
Their choice of him over his rivals would have been evidence of his own honor and worthiness
(cf. 5:12). However, Paul is quick to explain that this outcome is not his goal. Rather, he is
concerned about them. This is the same idea he has tried to convey elsewhere in the letter (cf.
4:12; 5:12–15; 12:19). Paul is well-aware that the “boasting” and self-defense in which he is
currently engaged could lead his converts to conclude that he was offering just one more option
among the “fleshly” competitors in Corinth. This would be a disastrous consequence. If Paul’s
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ministry was merely another honor-grabbing enterprise to be added to the litany of such
enterprises in the first-century, then Christ had not established a truly alternative way and Paul’s
converts were destined to reflect fleshly values, even if they accepted his apostolic authority.
Thus, Paul brings his epistle to climax and conclusion with a reminder about the selfgiving “truth” of the gospel. Even if he continues to “appear” (φανῶμεν; 13:7) unapproved, that
is not his concern. He can only act in line with the gospel truth (13:8). He “rejoices” when he is
“weak” and the Corinthians are “strong” since his goal has never been to appear “strong” or
“approved” among them (13:9a).1010 Once again, he states the object of his prayer: “your
restoration” (τὴν ὑμῶν κατάρτισιν; 13:9b).1011 In light of the broader context and the parallel
with the prayer in 13:7, this prayer should be viewed as a summary expression that they become
obedient to Paul and conform their lives to the pattern of Christ.1012 Finally, Paul concludes the
body of the letter by reminding the Corinthians that the Lord had given him authority “for
building up, not for tearing down” (13:10). The entirety of this final paragraph, then, is
permeated with a sense of Paul’s concern for others and with a sense of his disregard for his own
advancement.
The phrase δόκιμοι φανῶμεν (13:7b) recalls the mention of “appearances” in 5:7, 12. In
that context Paul explained that all people will “appear” or “be revealed” (φανερωθῆναι; 5:10)
before God in judgment. Since that is the only judgment that really matters (cf. 10:18), Paul is
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adamant that the world of fleshly, external appearances must be abandoned. Instead, a life of
self-giving for Christ and for others must become the norm (5:13–16). Likewise, in the present
text Paul explains that “appearances” are irrelevant—what matters is “doing” the will of God
(13:7c).
We finally encounter καλός in the second ἵνα-clause of 13:7. The purpose of their
obedience is not so that Paul might claim the status of “approved,” “but so that you might do
what is honorable” (ἀλλ᾽ ἵνα ὑμεῖς τὸ καλὸν ποιῆτε). Both the broader context with the focus on
boasting in 2 Cor 10–12 and the local context with its focus on “approval” have prepared us to
think that the phrase καλὸν ποιῆτε means “do what is honorable.” In fact, we noted in Chapter 4
that both καλός and δοκιμάζω have a background in metal testing. The connection of the two
terms again in this context is likely intentional. Together, they suggest a highly visual setting of
examination and testing. What is tested and found genuine or “worthy” easily becomes “what is
honorable” in a context of moral/social examination.
If we ask why Paul chooses καλός here instead of ἀγαθός, the more natural counterpart to
κακός, the answer once again has to do with his concern regarding honor and shame—by using
καλός, Paul calls attention to the disputed nature of “honor” and “approval” that is currently
occupying his attention. This may also be why Paul uses the article with τὸ καλὸν and not with
κακός.1013 He is contrasting general wickedness with the specific “honorable way” that has been
under discussion in the preceding context.1014 Thus, the article may serve to highlight the fact
that “honor” has been in view all along. Now Paul wishes to close his epistle with an emphatic
encouragement for them to actually do this honorable thing.
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Strange as it may initially seem, the purpose of “not doing evil” in this passage is to “do
what is honorable.” Although it is tempting to remove the grammatical relationship and place the
two statements in parallel,1015 such a move is difficult to justify on any grounds besides a felt
intuition.1016 The clear flow of the sentence indicates that Paul wants the Corinthians to avoid
evil activities “so that” they can act in a way that is “praiseworthy.” This observation leads to a
simple conclusion: For Paul, not doing what is wrong is not the same thing as doing what is
honorable/good. We have already seen that this holds true for both ἀγαθός and καλός in other
contexts.1017 The present passage makes such an understanding explicit.
We have further evidence here why τὸ καλόν should not be translated as “what is right.”
“Doing the right thing,” while not necessarily the same thing as “not doing the wrong thing,”
easily elides with this meaning. Frequently when a person says, “Do what is right,” they might
just as well mean, “Do not do what is wrong.” That is the way “rightness” is generally
understood (cf. 1 Tim 1:9). Perhaps this explains the temptation to ignore the grammar of 13:7
and make these two clauses stand in parallel relation. If 13:7c merely means “do what is right,” it
seems virtually redundant with 13:7a: “Do not do what is wrong.” But if 13:7c presents
something beyond mere “rightness,” the purpose clause suddenly makes sense. Paul is
instructing the Corinthians to put away sin from their lives (13:7a)—sin that would prevent them
from entering the truly honorable way of Christ. This way is not equivalent to “not sinning,” but
involves believers in a life of “power-in-weakness” that transforms their character into the image
of Christ (13:3–5).

1015

See e.g., Barnett, Corinthians, 610.
Cf. Harris, Corinthians, 924.
1017
See Chapters 3 and 4 for examples.
1016

236

It may help our understanding to think of honor as what is “worthy of praise.” In a
society preoccupied with self-esteem like ours is, “praise” may seem like an easily obtainable
commodity. But if we imagine living in a world in which praise was given by “rulers” (cf. Rom
13:3) and awarded in public assemblies (5:10), and would therefore have held great value, then
we can better grasp why “not doing what is wrong” is the foundation for but not the equivalent of
“doing what is honorable.” Paul is not only correcting the Corinthians; he is inviting them to
receive the gift of a truly honorable life. But they must accept his authority and reject their sinful
ways to receive this gift.
Although he accepts that 13:7c is a purpose clause, Harris reduces this clause to the
antithesis of 13:7a. Thus, “doing what is wrong” involves not repenting of sin, accepting the
false apostles and their false gospel, and not accepting Paul as “approved.” Conversely, “doing
what is right” involves repenting of sin, rejecting the false apostles, and accepting Paul. 1018 Not
only does this approach seem to make the ἵνα conjunction irrelevant, it also makes one wonder
why Paul would even include 13:7c at all—it adds nothing to what has already been said in
13:7a. All of the things mentioned by Harris might be included in “doing what is honorable,” but
the statement cannot be reduced to such things.1019 To do so would be similar to reducing Jesus’
command: “You shall love the Lord your God with your whole heart….” (Matt 22:37) to “You
shall obey God’s commands.” Such commands are surely included but “love” with one’s “whole
heart” cannot be reduced to mere obedience. Neither can honor be reduced to mere “rightness” in
13:7c.
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All of this raises a question: If honor fundamentally involves “recognition” by others, 1020
who is doing this recognizing? It cannot be broader society since Paul is directly challenging this
fleshly order. Nor can it be the church in this instance since the church at Corinth clearly had not
grasped what Paul is saying. The answer for Paul was that God would recognize and bestow
honor (5:10; 10:18; cf. Rom 2:7–11). This choice seems an obvious one to those of us who have
been raised within Christian theological traditions (and outside honor-shame societies). But it
may not have been so obvious to first-century people for whom social honor was at the heart of
everything they experienced. For them, it was necessary to receive a compelling vision of a
higher-order honor. Paul found this vision in a profound awareness of the presence of God/Christ
(2:10, 17; 5:11; 8:21; 12:19) and in a re-orienting encounter with the crucified, publicly-shamed
Messiah (4:10–12; 5:12–21; 13:3–5). Thus, he did not attempt to overturn the ancient honorshame system with a “categorical imperative” but with the “theology of the cross”—that is, with
a vision of God who revealed what is truly καλός in the crucified Christ.
5.24 Theological and Ethical Conclusions
Three conclusions emerge from the foregoing material. First, especially when this
passage is combined with Gal 4:12–20, it becomes clear that Paul believes accepting the reversal
of fleshly honor-shame values is essential to being a faithful Christian. In 13:5, Paul indicates
that one is not “in the faith” and that Jesus does not dwell in a person who has not accepted this
reversal. In Gal 4:19, he said that he was “in the pains of childbirth” so that the Galatians would
come to embrace this renewed and re-ordered lifestyle. Here, when he longs for the Corinthians
to “do what is honorable,” he is once again longing for them to embrace the world-inverting way
of Christ.
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Second (and relatedly), Christology is determinative for Paul’s ethics in this passage. It is
in fact remarkable what an indelible imprint Christ has made upon Paul’s thinking. Since Jesus
was “weak” to the point of crucifixion (13:3–4), Paul finds nothing too lowly for his own life and
ministry. He willingly accepts insults, beatings, imprisonments, and social slights in order to
enter into the way of Christ. In fact, he rejoices to be weak and to make others strong (13:9)
since this is the pattern he has learned from Christ. At this distance, and with the Western world
now influenced and shaped by his ideas, it is difficult to appreciate just how radically Paul was
challenging his contemporaries. He was adopting a previously unthinkable posture towards
society, precisely because it corresponded to his crucified Lord.
Finally, this passage gives us a glimpse of Paul’s conviction that believers are “united to
Christ.” According to 13:3–5, believers do not merely imitate Christ; they participate in him.
Perhaps it is this reality that makes this issue a decisive one for Paul concerning genuine
Christian faith—if anyone really knows Christ, God will be working a particular kind of
cruciform life within them. It is not just a matter of will-power or of doing one’s best to “be like
Jesus;” rather, for Paul, this ethic is a matter of real encounter and real engagement with the
living Christ.1021
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Chapter 6—Romans
6.0 Introduction to Romans
Thus far, we have established that “the good” is an ethically significant term in Paul’s
early writings. It occurs as a part of concluding ethical instructions in four of Paul’s first five
epistles (Galatians, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, and 2 Corinthians) and elsewhere at semi-climactic or
strategic junctures (e.g., Gal 4:12–20; 2 Thess 1:11–12). It should not be surprising, then, that as
Paul reflects “on what has proved to be most important in the gospel he had been preaching, on
what needed to be carefully thought through and set down,”1022 “the good” appears again as a
significant ethical category. What is perhaps surprising is that the term appears some twentyseven times in the course of the epistle (ἀγαθός-21; καλός-5; ἀγαθωσύνη-1).1023 Even though
many of these occurrences are concentrated in particular passages (e.g., it occurs eight times in
Rom 7), the number of appearances is still startling. It is highly significant that in his lengthiest
and most reflective epistle, Paul has chosen to repeatedly place “the good” before his audience’s
mind.1024
Why, then, does Paul mention “the good” so many times in this gospel-centered epistle?
The simple answer is that Paul wants the believers in Rome to know that his gospel leads people
to “do the good”—and this very possibly to address charges made against him and his gospel to
the contrary (3:8). In addition, as Paul writes to a primarily Gentile audience whom he had never
met (1:5–6), he may seek to express the gospel in terms that would resonate more deeply with
these believers.1025 As we have seen previously in this study, nothing was more central to GR
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ethics than “the good” and thus this idea would have provided a major point of contact for Paul
to show the ethical relevance of his gospel to non-Jewish people. Thus, it is possible that “the
good” appears a disproportionate number of times in Romans because Paul’s aim is to
demonstrate his gospel’s ethical power in terms that are more understandable for a Gentile
audience.
It would be impossible in the allotted space to give detailed treatment to the twenty-seven
occurrences of “good” terminology in this letter. Instead I will focus on the following ethically
significant uses of the term: 2:6, 10 (“the good” as behavior that God will reward”); 7:12–21
(“the good” as behavior that the law demands); 12:2 (“the good” as the goal of the renewed
mind); 12:9 (“the good” and love); 12:17 (“the good” and outsiders); 12:21 (overcoming evil
with “the good”); 13:3–4 (“the good” as behavior that the state rewards); 16:9 (final exhortation
to be wise regarding “the good”).1026 Although consideration of other occurrences might further
illuminate the discussion, these passages are sufficient not only to demonstrate the ethical
significance of “the good” in this letter, but also to trace the heart of Paul’s argument as it relates
to “the good” throughout.
Even as I limit the focus of this chapter, I must be judicious in the space I allow for
addressing these passages. In order to include them all, I will build on insights from previous
chapters and highlight only the most salient exegetical features in the present contexts. In so
doing, I will establish the central meaning of “the good” and the most relevant ethical
implications in each passage.
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Romans 2:6–11
6.1 Introduction to Romans 2:6–11
N. T. Wright has cleverly dubbed Romans 2 “the joker in the pack.”1027 It is the chapter
that refuses to submit to theories and theologies, driving interpreters to “guesswork”1028 or to
suggest that their conclusions are at a minimum the “worst … apart from all the others.”1029 I do
not pretend to have settled the many thorny interpretive issues surrounding this chapter in the
limited space below. Instead, I merely seek to examine how “the good” is functioning at this
early point in the letter and how this understanding might further illuminate its ethical function in
the letter as a whole.
The overall point of 1:18–3:20 is not difficult to discern. Paul is preparing his audience
for the revelation of “the righteousness of God” in the gospel (3:21–26 and throughout the letter)
by first establishing “the wrath of God” against sin (1:18–3:20). But Paul’s gospel is not merely
about individuals finding forgiveness and life; it is also about Jews and Gentiles being reconciled
in one body (3:27–31; 14:1–15:7). Thus, he not only proclaims God’s wrath against sin but also
God’s impartiality in judgment (2:1–29). To establish God’s impartiality Paul makes one central
point: God cares about what people “do” (πράσσω-2:1–3; ποιέω-2:3, 13–14;
κατεργάζομαι/ἐργάζομαι-2:9–10). Since God will judge actions rather than ethnicity or religion,
both Jews and Gentiles stand before God on equal footing (2:9–11; 12–16).
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In 1:18–32, Paul draws on the Jewish text Wisdom of Solomon to accuse the world of
blatant, egregious, idolatrous sin.1030 Although the charges initially seem to be a standard critique
of Gentile immorality, it is noteworthy that Paul never specifies that these charges are aimed at
the “nations.” By refusing to limit his accusations to the Gentiles, Paul prepares his audience for
the claim that all people are indicted for “practicing” (πράσσω; 1:32) sin.1031
The emphasis on the “practice” of blatant sin continues into 2:1–5 as Paul uses diatribe to
address a particular hypocritical interlocutor (ὦ ἄνθρωπε; “You sir”).1032 It is important to
recognize that Paul is not accusing his audience of hypocrisy. They would undoubtedly agree
that hypocritical behavior is despicable and worthy of condemnation.1033 Paul’s point is rather to
gain his audience’s complete agreement that God cares about human behavior.1034 Any person
who engages in blatant sin while judging others is in danger of facing God’s retribution. The
same basic idea is in view later in 2:17–24 when Paul addresses the disgusting behavior of a
Jewish dialogue partner.1035 In both cases Paul uses extreme examples to compel his audience’s
assent to the simple proposition that God is primarily concerned with human behavior (cf. 2:25–
29).
The point made by cross-examination in 2:1–5, 17–24 is stated more directly in 2:6–11.
Here Paul explains that God will reward those who “do good” and punish those who “do evil.”

1030
See Wis 13–14; Longenecker notes the influence of other Jewish and Christian traditions on this section
as well (Romans, 193–95).
1031
Thomas H. Tobin is probably correct to argue that Paul’s audience would have initially understood his
condemnation to apply only to the Gentiles but that they would have gained clarity as the letter proceeded (Paul’s
Rhetoric in Its Contexts: The Argument of Romans [Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2004], 111–12); cf. Christopher
Bryan, A Preface to Romans: Notes on the Epistle in Its Literary and Cultural Setting (New York: Oxford
University, 2000), 78–79; Jewett, 152.
1032
Despite the attempt of many to identify a Jewish interlocutor here, it is more likely that Paul is either
dialoguing with a Gentile (so Philip F. Esler, Conflict, 151) or intentionally refusing to specify so that the person
represents “anyone” (so Longenecker, Romans, 245–46). On the use of diatribe, see Stanley K. Stowers, A
Rereading of Romans: Justification, Jews, and Gentiles (New Haven: Yale University, 1994), 144–49.
1033
Cf. Bryan, Preface, 92–93; Jewett, Romans, 197–202.
1034
Cf. Bryan, Preface, 92–93.
1035
Cf. Bryan, Preface, 95–96; Jewett, Romans, 230.

243

The subsequent paragraph (2:12–16) extends this point by arguing that possession of the “law”
provides no shelter from Gods judgment. Once again, it is “doing” that matters, a point reiterated
in 2:25–29. Interpretive problems arise not because Paul indicates that God will judge sin (2:8–9,
12) but because he states explicitly that he will reward those who “do good” (2:7, 10). This claim
seems to run directly counter to the traditional understanding of Romans and the clear teaching
of 3:9–20 that all are “under sin.” How is it that God will reward those who “do good” when no
one actually “does good” (cf. 3:12)?
Interpretive solutions to this problem may be summarized in three categories. First, many
have simply accepted that Paul presents a hypothetical category in 2:6–16.1036 No one actually
“does the good” according to 3:9–20, but if someone did, God would reward them. Second, some
interpreters argue that Paul is referring to a real category of pagan Gentiles who “do the good”
and keep the law instinctively.1037 They then attempt to explain how this understanding relates to
the rest of the letter: Some appeal to contradiction,1038 others to partial fulfillment of the law that
does not contradict the broader point that no one truly “does the good.”1039 Finally, some have
argued that Paul is introducing believing Gentiles at this point and suggesting that they truly “do
the good.”1040
I will argue for this latter option. Although a number of interpreters have already offered
strong arguments for this view, the extent to which 2:6–11 might support these arguments has
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not been fully appreciated. After briefly revisiting some of these arguments, I will seek to
supplement them by showing that Paul’s use of “the good” elsewhere in Romans confirms this
perspective. Furthermore, a close examination of 2:6–11 and its connection to 1:18–32 suggests
that Paul is already in this paragraph thinking about the transformative impact that his gospel has
upon Gentile believers.
After establishing that Gentile believers are in view at 2:6–11, I will then briefly consider
the meaning of “the good” in 2:7, 10. I will argue that it is used as a broad moral designation,
although this understanding should not be opposed to the deeper meaning of “benefit.” I will also
explore Paul’s reasons for including “the good” at this early stage in the letter and suggest that
such an inclusion signals Paul’s intention to demonstrate his gospel’s ethical power—that is, the
power to bring about the ultimate ethical ideal in the lives of those who were formerly pagans.
6.2 “Doing Good” and Believing Gentiles
John Barclay notes the “growing recognition” that 2:28–29 is a reference to believers.1041
He argues that parallels with Rom 7:6 and 2 Cor 3:6—contrasting new life in the Spirit with the
old way of the “letter”—renders this conclusion “almost inescapable.”1042 Wright has argued
similarly, adding Phil 3:3 to the list of parallels.1043 In addition, Wright notes that Paul is likely
alluding to Ezek 36:24–28 which promises a “new heart” and “new spirit” that will accompany
covenant renewal.1044 Furthermore, “reckoning” (λογίζομαι; 2:26) language is elsewhere
associated with “justification” (e.g., 4:3) and would most naturally be understood with reference
to believers here.1045
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If Paul is overtly identifying believers in 2:25–29, it becomes more likely that he has
believers in mind earlier in the chapter. This likelihood increases when we observe the various
clues that the same ideology is operative in 2:12–16. Simon Gathercole has carefully observed
the following connections:
(1) Possession of Torah and circumcision are only useful (for eschatological deliverance)
if Torah is obeyed: vv. 13/25. (2) If Gentiles are somehow obedient to God, they are
judged to possess the privileges of Israel: vv. 14/26. (3) It is what is inside that counts
(κρυτττ- , καρδία), not what is visible, because this is the sphere which is of interest to
God: vv. 15–16/ 28–29. (4) This is because of the covenant renewal whereby God writes
Torah on, or circumcizes, the heart: vv. 15/29.1046
It is entirely reasonable, then, to conclude that Paul has believers in mind at 2:12–16. But
if 2:12–16 envisions believers, it is difficult to deny that 2:6–11 does also. The connecting γάρ in
2:12 indicates the close logical connection between the two paragraphs. What 2:6–11 expresses
in terms of “the good,” 2:12–16 expresses in terms of the law. Both paragraphs advance the
argument that “doing” the will of God is what truly matters.
It remains to be seen what independent evidence might support a “Christian Gentile”
reading of 2:6–11. Some of this evidence comes from realizing that Paul is initiating ideas in ch.
2 that he will develop more fully as the letter continues. Wright has observed that “it is
increasingly recognized within the discipline of Pauline studies that Paul is quite capable of
interjecting into a letter hints of things yet to come….”1047 In his more recent work, he argues for
a close integration of Rom 1–4 with Rom 5–8 noting that the “two sections are tied together in
dozens of ways, large and small”1048 and that Paul “is consciously and explicitly providing in
chapter 8 the long-range answers to the questions raised by ch. 2.”1049 However, aside from
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arguing that 8:1 is the “direct answer” to the forensic situation described in 2:1–11, Wright has
little to say about this section.1050
I suggest that among the “dozens of ways” that Paul has linked these sections is his use of
“good” language in both 2:7, 10 and in 7:12–21. I will discuss ch. 7 in more detail below. For
now, I simply note that Paul is defending the “goodness” of the law (7:12) in the face of some
(representative) person’s inability to “do the good” (7:14). “Doing the good” and “doing the law”
are closely related here just as they are in 2:6–11 and 2:12–16. This connection is not surprising
since the law was Israel’s means to accomplishing “the good” (see below).
As noted above, 7:6, which sets the stage for the remainder of the discussion in Rom 7,
rather explicitly recalls 2:28–29. Both passages present the “newness of the Spirit” (καινότητι
πνεύματος; 7:6) in contrast to the old way of the “letter” (γράμμα; 2:29; 7:6). After pausing to
consider the dilemma of one who attempts to “do the good” apart from the “newness of the
Spirit” (7:7–25), Paul climactically resumes the announcement of God’s solution to this
dilemma—God’s Spirit, given to those in Christ, enables a true fulfilling of the law (8:1–17).
Thus, the entire discussion of 7:7–25 is bracketed by passages that directly recall Rom 2.1051 We
are justifiably suspicious, then, when we encounter terms like “the good” in both ch. 2 and ch. 7
that this repetition is not incidental.
These suspicions are confirmed by the repetition of “doing” or “practicing” language in
both of these chapters. For example, πράσσω, which occurs five times from 1:32–2:25 (1:32, 2:1,
2, 3, 25), appears also at 7:15 and 7:19 (and elsewhere in the letter only at 9:11 and 13:4). The
related term ποιέω appears at 1:28, 32; 2:3, and 14 and again at 7:15, 16, 19, 20, and 21.
Kατεργάζομαι, which occurs in 2:9 (accompanied by the shorter ἐργάζομαι in 2:10), occurs a
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surprising six times in ch. 7 (7:8, 13, 15, 17, 18, and 20). Paul is talking about “doing the good”
and “doing the law” in both of these chapters and he is using the same terminology to express the
same ideas. When we combine these observations with the one above—that Rom 8 answers
directly to Rom 2—it becomes even more plausible that “the good” in Rom 7 echoes “the good”
in Rom 2.1052
Below I will argue that 7:7–25 clearly refers to an unbeliever. It is the person without the
Spirit who struggles to “do the good” (7:19–21) and the person with the Spirit who is able to
fulfill the law in 8:1–11. Thus, at this ethically climactic moment, Paul is at pains to demonstrate
that non-believers cannot “do the good.” It is unlikely, then, that in 2:6–11 Paul argues for the
possibility that non-believers sometimes “do the good.” The interconnectedness of chs. 1–8 and
the direct relationship of ch. 2 with chs. 7–8 militate against this idea. Nor is it likely that 2:6–11
refers to a merely hypothetical category since Paul has real possibilities in mind in 8:1–17. It is
far more likely that Paul—being the careful communicator that he is and knowing all along
where his argument is going—hints at the possibility of some persons “doing the good” and
“doing the law” in 2:6–11 only to fully explain how this happens in chs. 7–8.
In addition, it should not be overlooked that Paul begins his more practical ethical section
(12:1–15:13) with reference to believers “doing the good.”1053 By experiencing transformation
through inner renewal, believers can “discern what is the will of God, the good and pleasing and
perfect” (12:2). “The good” then becomes a major guideline for ethical behavior further in the
section (12:9, 21; 13:3). If we may assume that Paul knew from the start where his argument was
going—that he always intended to exhort believers towards a specific kind of “good” that
corresponds to the “renewed mind” (12:2)—then we may also conclude that the persistent
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pursuit of “the good” mentioned in 2:7, 10 is intended as a precursor of this exhortation. One of
Paul’s major goals in the letter is to present believers as those who are able to “do the good,” and
this point is not forgotten in 2:6–11.
6.3 A Closer Look at 2:6–11
Interpreters often identify 2:6–11 as a chiasmus such as follows:1054
ὃς ἀποδώσει ἑκάστῳ κατὰ τὰ ἔργα αὐτοῦ·1055
7
τοῖς μὲν καθ᾽ ὑπομονὴν ἔργου ἀγαθοῦ δόξαν καὶ τιμὴν καὶ ἀφθαρσίαν ζητοῦσιν ζωὴν
αἰώνιον,
8
τοῖς δὲ ἐξ ἐριθείας καὶ ἀπειθοῦσι τῇ ἀληθείᾳ πειθομένοις δὲ τῇ ἀδικίᾳ ὀργὴ καὶ
θυμός.
9
θλῖψις καὶ στενοχωρία ἐπὶ πᾶσαν ψυχὴν ἀνθρώπου τοῦ κατεργαζομένου τὸ
κακόν, Ἰουδαίου τε πρῶτον καὶ Ἕλληνος·
10
δόξα δὲ καὶ τιμὴ καὶ εἰρήνη παντὶ τῷ ἐργαζομένῳ τὸ ἀγαθόν, Ἰουδαίῳ τε πρῶτον καὶ
Ἕλληνι·
11
οὐ γάρ ἐστιν προσωπολημψία παρὰ τῷ θεῷ.

6

The outer parallels proclaim God’s impartiality while the inner parallels specify that
God’s judgment corresponds to whether a person has done “good” or “evil.” The seemingly
generic nature of these statements may conceal how much Paul is filtering them through the
gospel. There are at least five reasons for believing that the gospel (and thus, the behavior of
believers) is in view at 2:6–11.
First, Paul explicitly invokes his gospel (εὐαγγέλιόν μου) at 2:16. Since, as we have
already suggested, 2:6–11 and 2:12–16 are closely related, it is appropriate to think that the
material in 2:6–11 is in some sense related to Paul’s gospel. But if 2:6–16 is merely a generic
statement about judgment, why does Paul specifically connect it to his gospel?1056 The
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connection of this verse with 2:29 points the way forward. In both verses, Paul uses the term
κρυπτός to draw attention to “hidden” things.1057 In 2:16 Paul says that God will judge these
“hidden” things and in 2:29 he says that a true Jew is one whose “hidden” person or “heart” is
transformed by the Spirit. Thus, Paul’s gospel proclaims an equalizing judgment of deeds, for
both Jews and Gentiles, precisely because it focuses on inwardly-renewed behavior. His gospel
produces the “obedience of the nations” (1:5) from the heart/mind (2:28–29; 6:17; 8:1–17) by the
Spirit (7:6; 8:1–17). This gospel also produces people who truly accomplish “the good.”
Second, Paul explicitly recalls his thesis statement (1:16) in 2:9–10 with the twicerepeated phrase (Ἰουδαίῳ τε πρῶτον καὶ Ἕλληνι). Since the gospel is clearly in view at 1:16, it is
reasonable to think that it is also in view at 2:9–10. Third, the contrast between those who are
“disobedient to the truth” (ἀπειθοῦσι τῇ ἀληθείᾳ; 2:8) and those who are “obedient to
unrighteousness” (πειθομένοις δὲ τῇ ἀδικία; 2:8) anticipates the extended discussion of sin and
righteousness in ch. 6. There Paul warns believers against allowing the members of their bodies
to be “tools of unrighteousness” (ὅπλα ἀδικίας; 6:13) and instead encourages them towards
“obedience unto righteousness” (ὑπακοῆς εἰς δικαιοσύνην; 6:16).
Fourth, the puzzling mention of “glory and honor and incorruptibility” (δόξαν καὶ τιμὴν
καὶ ἀφθαρσίαν; 2:7) is best explained if Paul has believers in view in 2:6–11.1058 Paul has already
mentioned all three of these terms (or their cognates) in 1:18–32 as he discussed humanity’s
refusal to “glorify” God (ἐδόξασαν-1:21; cf. 1:23). It was the “glory of the incorruptible God”
(δόξαν τοῦ ἀφθάρτου θεου; 1:23) that humanity discarded to worship created things. “Darkened
hearts” (ἐσκοτίσθη ἡ ἀσύνετος αὐτῶν καρδία; 1:21) yielding to “dishonorable passions” (πάθη
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ἀτιμίας; 1:26; cf. 1:24) was the result. “Glory, honor, and incorruptibility” are “God’s own
attributes” (cf. 1 Tim 1:17)1059 that were lost to humanity through idolatry (1:21–23) and sin
(3:23).1060 Humanity’s failure was a failure of worship as much as it was a failure of ethical
behavior.
Once we recognize that the issue in 2:6–11 is not merely ethics but also worship, Paul’s
intentions become clearer. The likelihood that Paul would identify any pagan Gentile—who
regularly bowed down before images of wood and stone—as one who pursued the “glory of the
incorruptible God” is extremely small. Rather, Paul is identifying those who have come to
recognize God as God and whose lives reflect this recognition. By doing what is truly “good,”
they show that they are seeking the “truth” (ἀλήθεια; 2:8) about God in their own lives. As J. D.
Waal Dryden has argued, because “glory, honor, and incorruptibility” are communicable divine
attributes, pursuing them “means living a life that reflects and is energized by communion with
God in Christ.”1061 In other words, Paul’s answer to the devastating loss of God through idolatry
is not pagan “good works,” however “good” they may be. His answer is “proleptic participation”
in God’s nature.1062
Fifth, Paul’s use of ὑπομονή (καθ᾽ ὑπομονὴν ἔργου ἀγαθοῦ; 2:7) in this context suggests
a “vigorous form of moral endeavor”1063 that best fits his understanding of the believer’s ethical
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life.1064 Elsewhere in Romans (e.g., 5:3–4; 8:25) and Paul’s other letters (e.g., 2 Cor 1:6; 2 Thess
3:5), this term is employed with consistent reference to believers. The subsequent use of ζητέω
(2:7), “a term that is often employed in the context of moral endeavor on the part of
believers,”1065 confirms this understanding. The present participle (ζητοῦσιν) indicates a
“sustained and deliberate” pursuit of these qualities.1066 It is highly questionable whether Paul
would have thought any pagan idol-worshiper capable of such a steadfast commitment to “the
good.” It is even more questionable whether he would have thought such a person capable of
steadfast commitment to the “glory” and “honor” of God.
6.4 Meaning of the “Good Work”
It hardly needs to be argued that the “good work” (2:7; “the good” in 2:10) involves
moral goodness. Everything in the context from 1:18–3:20 suggests that “good” and “evil” are
moral categories in 2:6–11. Here, I wish to offer four brief reasons why this moral “good” should
not be separated from the beneficial “good.” First, ἀγαθός centrally involves benefit and this
meaning may be present even when morality is receiving emphasis.1067 Second, the concept of
“reward” (2:7, 10) applies more naturally to actions that produce benefit than to those that are
merely right.1068 Third, when Paul finally explains how believers should “do the good” in 12:9–
21, it fundamentally includes actions that seek the advantage of others.
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Fourth, the contrast with the rare term ἐριθεία (2:8) suggests that the “good” involves
benefit here. It is now largely recognized that this term—representing the “attitude that underlies
everything he has said so far….”1069—has the sense of “selfish ambition.”1070 James Dunn
explains that in contrast to those who do “good,” the “horizon is now … narrowed to self; the
governing and motivating aim is directed to their own advantage.”1071 If the driving force behind
those who do evil is a concern for “their own advantage,” then it is sensible to think that the
driving force behind those who “do good” is a concern for the advantage of others. In light of all
these reasons, I conclude that the one who seeks the “glory, honor, and incorruptibility” of God
is also one who seeks the advantage of others.
6.5 Theological and Ethical Conclusions
Two important conclusions emerge from Paul’s use of “the good” in 2:6–11. First, Paul
has once again chosen to highlight “the good” as an ethically significant category (cf. Gal 6:6–
10; 1 Thess 5:15). It is particularly significant that Paul can identify “the good” in this passage as
the broad goal of the believers’ ethical life (cf. 12:1). In fact, if my interpretation is correct, then
it is appropriate to identify believers as “those who persistently do what is good.”
Second, this text ties “the good” to true worship and participation in the “glory, honor,
and incorruptibility” of God (2:7). Just as idolatry is the pathway to evil works (1:18–32), so true
worship is the pathway to “the good.” The fundamental problem with human beings is that they
“worshipped and served the creature instead of the Creator” (1:25). Those who “do good,” then,
do not just seek “good;” rather, they seek God himself (2:7). Like the author of 2 Peter, Paul
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believed that the ethical life of believers is inseparable from their becoming “partakers of the
divine nature” (2 Pet 1:4). Knowing God, then, remains at the center of everything—including
ethics—for Paul.

Romans 7:7–25
6.6 Introduction to Romans 7:7–25
I will not attempt in this short space to engage the major disputed exegetical issues in
what is possibly the most debated passage in all of Pauline literature (7:7–25).1072 Instead, I will
state my basic assumptions at the outset: Along with the majority of recent interpreters, I am
convinced that Paul is not addressing the plight of a sincere believer in these verses.1073 Rather,
with allusion to Adam1074 and possibly to Israel at Sinai,1075 Paul describes the condition of some
person who is struggling to do God’s will while under the law.1076 Paul targets such a person not
because he thinks the Jews are particularly “wretched” people (7:24), but because he seeks to
clarify his understanding of the law.1077 Thus, the dilemma faced by this individual is the
dilemma of all humanity—not even God’s “good” law delivers one from sin’s power.1078
1072
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My concern is with Paul’s use of “good” vocabulary in this context. Why does it appear
here and why so frequently (eight times between 7:12 and 7:21)? Most interpreters have not
appreciated the significance of this terminology. Moo, for example, says virtually nothing about
the meaning of this term when he states that it refers to that “which is characteristic, ultimately,
of God alone….”1079 Others are content to view the “good” as an “absolute moral quality”1080 or
as a broad description of what is “positive and desirable.”1081 By contrast, I will argue that Paul
employs this terminology precisely because the “goodness” of believers is central to his ethical
concern in the letter. Furthermore, since he is writing to a predominately Gentile audience, Paul
would expect them to recognize the “good” as central to the GR teleological vision of ethics—
i.e., “the good life.” Thus, he argues that the law is “good” and yet it is unable to bring believers
to the desired destination—that is, it is unable to make believers “good” and give them the truly
“good life.”
The “good” appears in three ways in this passage. First, Paul says that the law is “good”
(7:12, 13a, 13b, 16). Then, he states that “the good is not in me” (7:18a). Finally, he says that he
is unable to “do the good” (7:18b, 19, 21). I will address these three categories in two subsections below. First, I will discuss Paul’s contention that the law is “good.” Then, since the
second two categories overlap substantially (the “I” in this chapter cannot do the “good” because
the “good” is not in him), I will address them both together.
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6.7 The Law Is “Good”
Two rhetorical questions govern the flow of thought in 7:7–25.1082 First, 7:7–12/13
responds to the question: “Is the law sin?” (ὁ νόμος ἁμαρτία; Rom 7:7). Second, 7:13–25
responds to the question: “Did the good, then, bring death to me?” (Τὸ οὖν ἀγαθὸν ἐμοὶ ἐγένετο
θάνατος; Rom 7:13).1083 Paul answers both questions with emphatic denials (μὴ γένοιτο).
Immediately after the first denial, Paul enters into what is now widely recognized as “speech-incharacter.”1084 The exact identity of this character (Adam or Israel or Paul himself) is not our
major concern.1085 So long as we understand that this person is a representative of those outside
Christ and that he is in some sense wrestling with the law, we are prepared to understand his use
of the “good.”
Through this representative character, then, Paul argues that the law is certainly not a
sinful thing. Rather, it brings “knowledge” (7:7b–c) of sin, particularly through the command
against “desiring” (ἐπιθυμία/ἐπιθυμέω).1086 Paul then draws a direct line from the awakening of
illicit desire to “death” (θάνατος)—sin uses the commandment to produce “all kinds of desire”
(πᾶσαν ἐπιθυμίαν) and thus to “kill” (ἀποκτείνω) the individual (7:8–11). This connection
between desire and death takes us to the heart of the ethical dilemma previously established in

1082

See Tobin, Rhetoric, 220.
7:13 functions as a “bridge” between the sections (Wright, Romans, 553).
1084
See Stowers, Rereading, 16–21, 264–72.
1085
Wright argues that Israel at Sinai recapitulated the sin of Adam (Romans, 553, 563; cf. Moo, Romans,
439–40). Neither of these allusions should be positioned against Paul’s personal experience as a devout Jew (see
Esler for the view that Paul could be a representative of Israel [Conflict, 236–38]); Dunn, who sees prominent
allusions to the Genesis story, believes that Paul is still speaking “at least to some extent out of his own experience”
[Romans, 1:382], although he wrongly believes that this experience was not limited to his “pre-Christian period”
[Romans, 1:405).
1086
Although this is a reference to the tenth commandment (“Thou shall not covet;” Exod 20:17), it is best
not to limit ἐπιθυμία to “covetousness” in this passage (cf. 1:24; 6:12). See Keener, Mind, 78–80; Tobin, Rhetoric,
229; Thompson, Moral Formation, 146.
1083

256

this context—“life” and “death” are the two fundamental options offered to humanity (5:12, 17–
18, 21; 6:3–11, 13, 21–23; 7:5–6; cf. 8:10–13).
Paul’s decision to focus on desire clarifies why he also focuses on the “good.” Desire (or
“the passions”) was a, if not the, basic ethical problem in ancient thought.1087 Dunn explains that
misguided desire “was the root of all sin” in Jewish thought.1088 Likewise, uncontrolled desire
was a central problem addressed by the GR philosophical tradition.1089 While these thinkers
disagreed concerning whether desire should be moderated or eliminated,1090 they all agreed that
it could in some sense be overcome—and the key to overcoming was “reason.”1091 Thus, the
practical necessity for overcoming the passions was “education.”1092 While once again there was
disagreement—does “knowing” guarantee “doing”?—there was also agreement that proper
education would enable progress in conquering desire and in enabling the attainment of “the
good.”1093 The Jews agreed and argued that the “epitome of this reason that overcomes passion
was found in the Torah.”1094
In Rom 7:7–25 Paul is engaging this philosophical discussion through the biblical
command against “coveting” or “desiring.”1095 Against both Jewish and GR tradition, he asserts
that “education” is not the answer to the passions.1096 In fact, “knowledge” that comes through
the law—God’s special gift to enlighten his people—only serves to increase the power of sin
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(7:7–8). Something more is needed and that will be the subject of 8:1–17. For now, it is enough
to note that Paul is entering well-known philosophical territory with his comments on desire.
And this common philosophical theme prepares his Gentile audience to think carefully about
“the good” and its relation to the law.
Paul’s answer to the first guiding question culminates with an inference about the law:
“Therefore, the law is holy and the commandment is holy, and righteous, and good” (ὥστε ὁ μὲν
νόμος ἅγιος καὶ ἡ ἐντολὴ ἁγία καὶ δικαία καὶ ἀγαθή; 7:12).1097 As Dunn states, these “adjectives
are not casually chosen.”1098 With regards to ἅγιος, Paul “could hardly use a stronger word to
affirm the law as God’s law….”1099 In addition to having a moral sense, the term conveys
“certain essentially divine qualities in contrast with what is human.”1100 It is significant that Paul
chooses this term to describe the Spirit of God (for references in this letter, see 5:5; 9:1; 14:17;
15:13, 16).
The choice of δίκαιος is also important. This term suggests “relationships and conduct
appropriate to the covenant between Creator and creature (or between God and Israel).”1101 Or as
Louw and Nida state, δίκαιος relates “to being in accordance with what God requires.”1102 Our
extended discussion of δικαιοσύνη in Chapter 5 demonstrated the ethical meaning of this cognate
term. By calling the law “holy and righteous,” Paul magnifies its divine and ethical nature and
undermines any thought that it might be “sin” (7:7).
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But why does Paul add ἀγαθός to these two carefully chosen adjectives? If he merely
wants to identify the law’s “absolute moral quality,”1103 something similar is already included in
δίκαιος. Two better reasons are available. First, ἀγαθός connects with Paul’s Gentile audience as
a term central to the GR moral vision. As we saw in Chapter 2, “doing the good” and achieving
the ultimate “good” of εὐδαιμονία was at the very heart of GR ethics. Thus, while Dunn is
correct to see a broadening move here, Paul is not merely explaining that the law “deserves
universal approbation,”1104 but rather he is introducing a significant ethical term that will receive
clarification as the discussion proceeds.
Second, Paul uses ἀγαθός here because it conveys the idea of “benefit.”1105 But we can be
more specific in this context. The law is “good” particularly because it is closely associated with
“life.” Whether one identifies background to this passage in the Genesis narrative or in the story
of Israel at Sinai, the same connection of “life” and “good” is present.1106 Francis Watson notes
the connection in Moses’ farewell speech: “Behold I have set before your face this day life and
death, good and evil” (Deut 30:15).1107 The law, then, is “good” precisely because it is the way
that leads to “life.”
6.8 Impossibility of “Doing the Good”
This understanding heightens the significance of the second guiding question that
introduces the next section of material (7:13–25): “Did the good, therefore, become death to
me?” (Τὸ οὖν ἀγαθὸν ἐμοὶ ἐγένετο θάνατος; 7:13).1108 Once we realize that the “good” has been
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aligned with “life,” the question becomes absurd, just as Paul intended. How could “life” become
death? How could “good” become evil? As Watson explains, “the Mosaic good/evil polarity has
gone awry.”1109 The real source of evil and death is “sin” and “through the good” (διὰ τοῦ
ἀγαθου; 7:13b), God has exposed sin for the horrific enemy it actually is (7:13b–c).
After explaining that the problem is with the sinful, fleshly “I” (7:14–15), Paul again
pronounces the goodness of the law. Since he is not able to do what he wants (and what is
commanded), he “[agrees] with the law that it is beautiful” (σύμφημι τῷ νόμῳ ὅτι καλός; 7:16).
As reflected in my translation, here Paul shifts from ἀγαθός to καλός. The shift does not
represent a substantial change of meaning as the terms appear to be used interchangeably (7:16,
18–19, 21). However, synonyms need not lose all distinctiveness. It is still best to remember that
καλός conveys “benefit” in some kind of external or affective way.1110
A careful understanding of 7:18 is key to grasping Paul’s main point. Contrary to many
translations, Paul does not say, “Nothing good dwells in me” (NRS; ESV; NAS; cf. KJV).
Rather, as Leander Keck has argued, he says, “For I know that the good does not dwell in me,
that is, in my flesh” (Οἶδα γὰρ ὅτι οὐκ οἰκεῖ ἐν ἐμοί, τοῦτ᾽ ἔστιν ἐν τῇ σαρκί μου, ἀγαθόν).1111
The question is not about the quantity of “good” in human beings but about its presence or
absence. “If the good is a resident, one would and could do the good that the law commands, for
then the good law would produce the good by eliciting the inherent good.”1112
Thus, Paul connects the “good” to what he presents as the central ethical division both in
Romans and elsewhere—flesh (σάρξ) and Spirit (πνεῦμα; 7:6; 8:1–17). The “good” remains
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external to a person, and thus unperformable, so long as that person operates in the “flesh.” We
may recall from our discussion in Chapter 3 that σάρξ for Paul represents one’s “weak, bodily,
‘merely-human’ self.”1113 A person who lives in this condition, or in this realm of existence,
“cannot please God” (8:8). Paul has already introduced the flesh-Spirit contrast in 2:28–29.
There he explains that a true Jew is not one because of his circumcised flesh (2:28) but because
of the Spirit’s work in circumcising the heart (2:29).
The contrast is again made explicit as Paul prepares to enter the present section. It was
while they were “in the flesh” (ἐν τῇ σαρκί; 7:5) that sin was able to dominate their bodily
“members” (τοῖς μέλεσιν; 7:5). Deliverance had come by the “newness of the Spirit” (καινότητι
πνεύματος; 7:6). After the speech in 7:7–25, Paul resumes the discussion of flesh and Spirit
making it clear that “walking in the Spirit” and not “in the flesh” is the key to ethical living (8:1–
17). More specifically, it is the “mind set on the Spirit” (8:5–6) that is the key to “life” and
“righteousness” (8:10).
As we saw in Chapter 3, “flesh” is a bodily term, although it should not be limited to the
physical body in meaning. This connection with the body explains why Paul associates “flesh”
with the “members” (6:19; 7:6). Paul envisions a “war” for the unbeliever between his bodily
“members” and his “mind” (7:23).1114 The struggle is between the “inner person” (ἔσω
ἄνθρωπον; 7:22) that “delights” in God’s law and the “body of death” (τοῦ σώματος τοῦ
θανάτου τούτου; 7:24) that is controlled by sin. And this connects directly back to 2:6–16; 25–29
where obedient Gentiles are those who have the law “written on their hearts” (2:15) and the true
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“Jew” is circumcised in “heart” (2:29). Likewise, the “good” is still external to the person in 7:18
and, thus, he is unable to do the “good” that he recognizes.
The three remaining statements in which Paul mentions the “good” are somewhat
repetitive and need not occupy much space here. I will list them in parallel below:
“For to desire is present with me, but to carry out the beautiful thing is not” (τὸ γὰρ
θέλειν παράκειταί μοι, τὸ δὲ κατεργάζεσθαι τὸ καλὸν οὔ; 7:18b).
“For I do not do the good I desire, but the evil I do not desire, this I practice” (οὐ γὰρ ὃ
θέλω ποιῶ ἀγαθόν, ἀλλὰ ὃ οὐ θέλω κακὸν τοῦτο πράσσω; 7:19).
“I find, then, with reference to the law that when I desire to do the beautiful thing, evil is
present to me” (εὑρίσκω ἄρα τὸν νόμον, τῷ θέλοντι ἐμοὶ ποιεῖν τὸ καλόν, ὅτι ἐμοὶ τὸ
κακὸν παράκειται; 7:21).1115
In all three statements, Paul is making the same basic point: Although he desires to do the
“good,” he finds himself unable to do it. The basic reasoning has already been established. He
cannot do the “good” because the “good” does not reside within him. This is the problem that the
person under law—and any other sincere person outside Christ—faces. They are unable to
accomplish the “good” that they would like to accomplish. Paul establishes the problem with
such painful expression in order to prepare for the solution: Deliverance comes in Christ, through
the Spirit (7:25; 8:1–4).
6.9 Theological and Ethical Conclusions
Paul is painting a powerful picture of plight and solution in this letter. The plight is that
all people are trapped in sin (1:18–32; 3:9–10), unable to do what is “good” (3:12; 7:18),
condemned to death (5:12–14; 7:24). The solution is that God in Christ is reconciling these
hopeless people (5:10–11), not only forgiving their sins, but also giving them “life” by his Spirit
(5:17–21; 8:1–17). When this life comes into a person, the “heart” is renewed (2:14–15; 28–29)
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and “doing the good” becomes a real possibility (cf. 12:1–2). That is the point of Rom 7 and 8
combined, a point that has been obliquely suggested in 2:6–10, 25–29. Paul believes that the
“Spirit of life” (8:2) makes possible true accomplishment of the “good” for pagans and Jews
alike. Apart from this work of God, the human being is enslaved to bodily passions (7:5, 14, 18,
23–25) and no form of education—not even the law of God itself—can liberate a person from
this slavery.

Romans 12:1–2
6.10 Introduction to Romans 12:1–2
Having explained that his gospel is the answer to all humanity’s “sin” problem (chs. 1–8),
Paul turns to address the thorny question of Israel’s role in God’s cosmic plan (chs. 9–11). He is
eager to demonstrate that, despite Israel’s present resistance to the gospel, “God has not rejected
his people whom he foreknew” (11:2). Rather, God intends to “have mercy on all” (11:3). Thus,
Paul brings the discourse to a climax in chs. 9–11 with a celebration of God’s goodness: “O the
depth of the wealth and wisdom and knowledge of God! How unfathomable are his judgments
and inscrutable are his ways!” (11:33). In light of God’s desire to show mercy to the whole
world, Paul begins to urge the believers at Rome to live in accordance with His will (12:1–2).
Like others we have seen, this climactic exhortation—which serves as a transition into the
“paranetic” section—includes a reference to believers doing what is “good.”1116
Wright makes the striking claim that “Paul’s whole written work … could be seen as an
extended application of Romans 12:1–2.”1117 Indeed, occupying climactic space in Paul’s most
extensive and reflective epistle, these verses provide one of the richest expressions of Paul’s
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ethics in all his writings. Here we find a succinct, yet densely-loaded, statement of both the
“what” and the “how” of Paul’s ethical thinking. Significantly, we may also have here Paul’s
self-conscious response to the GR virtue ethics tradition that will be explored below.
In what follows, I will provide an overview of the major exegetical issues in 12:1–2.
Since this passage is saturated with ethically relevant exegetical features, I will labor to be
concise. These various observations will lead into a brief examination of the “good” as it appears
alongside the “pleasing” and the “perfect” at the end of 12:2. I will argue that it functions
especially in this passage as a term expressing both morality and benefit. More specifically, by
aligning “the good” with the “will of God,” Paul offers both a fulfillment of and an alternative to
the GR ethical goal—in essence, he presents God’s will as the true “good” of human beings.
6.11 Analysis of 12:1–2
The postpositive οὖν in 12:1 establishes that this ethical statement is a logical inference
drawn from the preceding statements.1118 Basic communication skills would suggest that the
Romans would hear 12:1 in light of the immediate emphasis on God’s greatness (11:33–36) and
mercy (11:30–32).1119 However, transparent echoes of earlier passages, especially 1:18–32,
suggest that 12:1–2 may respond to the overall message of the letter to this point. Consider the
following parallels:
Corrupted bodies (1:24)—Consecrated bodies (12:1)
Corrupted minds (1:28)—Renewed minds (12:2)
Failure of discernment (1:28)—Renewed discernment (12:2)
Irrational worship (1:25)—Rational worship (12:1)1120
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Paul’s gentle exhortation (παρακαλῶ),1121 grounded in the “mercy” of God
(οἰκτιρμῶν),1122 is for the believers at Rome to offer their bodies as sacrifices to God
(παραστῆσαι τὰ σώματα ὑμῶν θυσίαν; 12:1). The term παρίστημι recalls 6:12–19 where the
same term appears five times.1123 There also Paul exhorts the believers to “present” their body
parts (παρεστήσατε τὰ μέλη ὑμῶν; 6:19) to God.1124 The imagery in 6:12–19 is connected to
slavery and possibly military background, rather than cultic as in 12:1–2,1125 but the basic point
is the same: Believers should consciously and intentionally give their bodies to God by
separating from sinful practices and doing what is right/good.
Paul’s appeal is for believers to continuously1126 offer their “bodies” as sacrifices to God.
Commentators are sometimes eager to clarify that by “bodies” (σώματα), Paul means the whole
person viewed “as a physical object within space and time.”1127 While this reasoning is not
altogether misguided, it is important not to overlook the distinction—and the struggle—that Paul
sees between the inner and outer person in this letter. There is a battle described in Rom 7 that
occurs between the mind and the members of the (unredeemed) body (7:18–25), culminating in
7:24 with Paul separating himself from his body enough to ask: “Who will rescue me from this
body of death?” This discussion follows Paul’s earlier explanation that sin is not allowed to reign
in the “mortal body” (6:12) of a person who has been united to Christ’s resurrection (6:11–14,
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19).1128 Paul subsequently explains that it is the indwelling Spirit who gives life to dead bodies
(8:10–11) and empowers believers to “put to death the practices of the body” (8:13). Paul’s point
in 12:1, then, is that the Spirit’s renewal must lead to an integrated, holistic obedience that unites
desire and deed—an obedience that brings the body into line with the deepest desires of the
Spirit.1129
The first of the three adjectives used to describe this sacrifice (“living;” ζῶσαν) is often
separated in translation from the other two, distorting its significance.1130 In light of Paul’s
emphasis on dead bodies coming to life in this letter (6:11–13; 19–22; 7:5–6, 24; 8:10–11),
“living” should not be understood as a mere oxymoronic qualification of “sacrifice.”1131 Rather,
at this critical ethical juncture, Paul recalls his previous argument to remind his audience that
their bodies are truly “alive” in Christ, just as they are truly “holy” and “pleasing.”1132
Regarding these latter two adjectives, a “holy” (ἅγιος) body is one that is consecrated to
God.1133 The language is cultic and moral at the same time.1134 As we saw above, this is an
extremely important term that Paul applies to the Spirit of God in the present letter (5:5; 9:1;
14:17; 15:13, 16). Believers, then, should view their bodies as sacred offerings to God, and
should separate themselves from sin in a way that accords with this understanding.
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The final adjective, εὐάρεστος, conveys God’s acceptance and approval of the
sacrifice.1135 As Wright notes, “the term is strong and should not be watered down to give the
idea that God might just about be prepared to accept these sacrifices.”1136 Or, to use Keck’s
analogy, this is not Paul’s way of saying that God will allow believers to pass with a “C-.”1137
Rather, Paul is trying to show that this kind of sacrificial obedience “gives actual pleasure to
God.”1138 Despite its rather extreme exhortation, then, this verse has an overall joyful ring to it:
Believers who offer their bodies to God find themselves “alive,” “consecrated,” and bringing
“pleasure” to God.
The final, disputed phrase of 12:1, λογικὴν λατρείαν, is best translated “rational
worship.” Λατρεία is a cultic term for “worship” or “service” that occurs in 1:25 with reference
to the idolatry of fallen humanity.1139 This link with Rom 1 clarifies the meaning of λογικός. Paul
is not commending internal, spiritual worship in contrast to external religiosity but rather rational
worship in contrast to the “irrational, foolish worship” of fallen humanity.1140 This is “the
reversal of the situation portrayed in Rom 1.”1141 Furthermore, if Paul had wanted to say
“spiritual,” he would likely have chosen πνευματικός, not λογικός.1142 The subsequent discussion
of “mind-renewal” and “discernment” (12:2) confirms this conclusion.1143
The choice of λογικός suggests a connection with GR philosophy, particularly Stoicism.
As we saw in Chapter 2, an emphasis on rationality as the key to moral advancement was a
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central feature of the GR ethical tradition. The primary branch of this tradition emphasizing
reason in Paul’s day was Stoicism.1144 Notably, the “Stoics saw a relation between humans as
λογικός and God as λόγος….”1145 and they believed that “worship should conform to reason,
which resonates to the divine Logos.”1146 Paul appears, then, to be engaging the intellectual
tradition of his day, agreeing that worship should be “rational,” but arguing that such worship—
when understood in light of the revelation of God’s mercy—consists in the total offering of
oneself to God.
Some scholars argue that 12:2 expresses the means by which believers may accomplish
the injunction in 12:1.1147 This view is unnecessarily complicated. It indicates that Paul first
provides the means to offering oneself as a sacrifice (i.e., by “being transformed”) and then
provides the means to being transformed (i.e., by “the renewal of the mind”). But Paul is not
moving so systematically in this brief exhortation. Instead, it may be better to view 12:2a as a
more practical expansion on 12:1—to offer one’s body to God is to allow God to transform it
and to refuse sinful conformity.
The present tense μὴ συσχηματίζω does not mean “stop being conformed,” as if Paul
were targeting a specific sin problem among the Roman congregation.1148 The context is too
general and Paul is too positive in this letter regarding the Romans to think that he is rebuking
them here.1149 Rather, he is warning them against forces that would pull them into alignment
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with the values and practices of “this age” (τῷ αἰῶνι τούτω).1150 Instead of this social conformity,
believers are called to ongoing “transformation” (μεταμορφόω).1151
Elsewhere in the NT μεταμορφόω occurs only three times, twice in reference to Jesus’
transfiguration (Matt 17:2; Mark 9:2) and once (by Paul) in reference to believers’
transformation into the likeness of Jesus (2 Cor 3:18). Since this latter reference alludes to
Moses’ glowing countenance after his encounter with God (Exod 34:29–35; 2 Cor 3:7, 13–18),
all three passages draw attention to a radiant, observable change.1152 The term has background in
various pagan contexts, including the visible manifestations of deities and the deification of
human beings.1153 In addition, μεταμορφόω can refer to an inward spiritual change.1154 While the
term itself is absent from the LXX, the concept of transformation appears in Jewish apocalyptic
materials with reference to future resurrection and even translation of living persons into
heaven.1155
In the present context, μεταμορφόω indicates “a complete inner change of thought, will,
and desires that Christians are to allow God by means of the ministry of the Holy Spirit to bring
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about in their lives, resulting in a recognizable external change of actions and conduct.”1156 This
expansive definition may ring hollow, however, if we fail to recognize the rarity of this term in
the NT and the significance of its background. Paul is not randomly selecting a term to
encourage generic spiritual growth. On the contrary, by invoking either eschatological
expectation (Jewish) or the realm of the “gods” (Greek)—and perhaps both—Paul expresses the
need for a complete “remodeling” of human beings in the image of Christ.1157
We finally arrive at the clear means for this monumental change with the phrase “by the
renewal of [your] mind” (τῇ ἀνακαινώσει τοῦ νοὸς). The term for “renewal” (ἀνακαίνωσις)
appears in only one other place in the NT (Titus 3:5). There, it is the “renewal of the Holy Spirit”
related to conversion that is in view. However, the related term καινότης has already appeared
twice in this letter with reference to new life in the Spirit (6:4; 7:6).1158 The verbal cognate
ἀνακαινόω appears in 2 Cor 4:16 in reference to inward renewal and in Col 3:10 to believers
who are being “renewed in knowledge according to the image of the one who created them” (τὸν
ἀνακαινούμενον εἰς ἐπίγνωσιν κατ᾽ εἰκόνα τοῦ κτίσαντος αὐτόν).1159 Likewise, on two occasions
Paul highlights the significance of “new creation” in Christ with the noun καινός (Gal 6:15; 2
Cor 5:17). “Renewal,” then, is a very important category for Paul, relating to the re-creating
work God is doing for individuals and the whole world in Christ.
It is renewal of the “mind” (νοῦς) that enables full transformation. The νοῦς is a person’s
“faculty of intellectual perception” or, less concretely, a “way of thinking”1160 or “inner

1156

Longenecker, Romans, 923.
For the understanding of “remodeling,” see Behm, TDNT 4:755.
1158
Jewett, Romans, 733.
1159
Moo, Romans, 756–57 n. 69. Similarly, in Eph 4:23–24 Paul speaks of believers being “renewed in the
spirit of their mind” (ἀνανεοῦσθαι δὲ τῷ πνεύματι τοῦ νοὸς ὑμῶν; 4:23) and of the “new person created according to
God in the righteousness and holiness of truth” (τὸν καινὸν ἄνθρωπον τὸν κατὰ θεὸν κτισθέντα ἐν δικαιοσύνῃ καὶ
ὁσιότητι τῆς ἀληθείας; 4:24). Again, see Moo, Romans, 756–57 n. 69; cf. also Eph 2:15 for the “new person” God
created out of the Jewish and Gentile peoples.
1160
BDAG, “νοῦς, νοός, νοι, νοῦν, ὁ,” 680.
1157

270

orientation.”1161 The mention of “mind” connects back to the “logical worship” of 12:1 and
prepares for the focus on “discernment” that immediately follows.1162 This is Paul’s answer to
the corrupted mind of 1:28—a mind that is “influenced by (or, ideally, suffused with) God’s own
mind.”1163 As the subsequent statement makes clear, Paul’s emphasis is not primarily on
intellectual improvement but on “moral discernment.”1164 Paul has already indicated the
significance of the mind/heart/inner-person in the spiritual struggle at multiple points earlier in
the letter (1:28; 2:15–16; 28–29; 7:23–25; 8:5–7).1165 Now he states directly: Mind-renewal is the
key to transformation.
Once again, Paul is traversing territory that would have been very familiar to a Gentile
audience influenced by the philosophical tradition. As Philip F. Esler has noted, Paul shares a
cognitive emphasis with the Stoics in particular.1166 But whereas Paul’s ancient philosophical
counterparts believed that one’s task was to grasp certain truths about the world and humanity
and live accordingly, Paul believed that one’s task was to live according to an eschatologically
renewed cosmos and humanity.1167 In line with this renewal, “new minds” were formed, capable
of grasping and doing God’s will.1168
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Continuing the cognitive emphasis in this text, Paul identifies the purpose of
transformation as being that believers “may discern” (δοκιμάζειν) God’s will. We have already
encountered this term in 1 Thess 5:21 and 2 Cor 13:5. It involves “try[ing] to learn the
genuineness of something by examination and testing….”1169 Significantly, Paul has already
used δοκιμάζω in conjunction with God’s will (θέλημα) earlier in the letter. In 2:18, he is
describing a Jewish teacher who thinks that he “know[s] the will [of God] and discern[s] the
things that are best” (γινώσκεις τὸ θέλημα καὶ δοκιμάζεις τὰ διαφέροντα)1170 because he has
been “taught from the law” (κατηχούμενος ἐκ τοῦ νόμου). The significance is heightened by the
fact that outside two “framing” passages (1:10 and 15:32), Paul only refers to θέλημα in these
two passages (2:18 and 12:2).1171 Thus, Paul is establishing an alternative way for believers to
know God’s will—not by the law or any philosophical means of analysis,1172 but by
transformation flowing from a renewed mind.1173
6.12 Good, Pleasing, Perfect
The object of discernment is the “will of God,” an important Jewish concept describing
“life in conformity to the Torah….”1174 Here it is followed by three important qualifiers: “good”
(ἀγαθὸν), “pleasing” (εὐάρεστον), and “perfect” (τέλειον). It is not clear whether the adjectives
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function as attributives or appositives.1175 Most interpreters opt for the latter understanding1176
which allows for a translation such as “the thing that is good and pleasing and perfect.”1177 In
favor of this majority view is the fact that “the good” functions as an independent substantive in
the near context (12:9, 21; 13:3). Thus, Paul is not merely describing God’s will as “good,” but is
rather alerting his listeners to the true location of “the good”—it is in God’s will, not any pagan
alternative.
We already encountered the second of these terms (εὐάρεστος) in 12:1. It involves giving
“pleasure” to someone and, as in 12:1, is sometimes used in reference to sacrifices (cf. Phil
4:18).1178 Jewett argues that in this context the term “evokes the realm of sophistic and public
ethics, which advocate whatever is widely approved….”1179 But elsewhere, with the exception of
one passage in the disputed epistles (Titus 2:9), Paul uses εὐάρεστος with reference to God’s
pleasure (12:1; 14:18; 2 Cor 5:9; Phil 4:18; cf. Eph 5:10; Col 3:20).1180 Furthermore, Paul is
unlikely to have shifted the term’s focus between 12:1 and 12:2. However, it is possible that he
has more than one thing in mind here and the generalized, climactic nature of the statement
would potentially suggest as much. Thus, Paul may be saying that when believers discern the
will of God, they discern what is pleasing to God and to other human beings.
The final term in the series (τέλειος) was used in antiquity to “depict the highest realm of
moral and spiritual insight….”1181 It evokes maturity, completion, and perfection.1182 In an
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ethical sense, τέλειος involves “not lacking any moral quality.”1183 The term was used in GR
philosophical and Hellenistic Jewish circles to refer to the “ultimate ideal” of virtue.1184 It was
also used in a more limited sense for “perfection” in a particular area.1185 It is worth noting that
τέλειος is closely related to the noun τέλος which means “end” or “goal.”1186 This concept was at
the heart of the virtue ethics tradition.1187 This tradition was “teleological” with everything
moving towards its appropriate goal—for Aristotle, the goal is εὐδαιμονία; for Paul it is God.1188
In a context that is already heavy with echoes of the philosophical tradition, τέλειος reminds
Paul’s audience that God’s will contains the perfect goal towards which they should strive.1189
This philosophical context is our first clue to the meaning of ἀγαθός in 12:2.1190 As we
saw in Chapter 2, achieving “the good” (or “the good life”) was the fundamental goal of ancient
virtue ethics.1191 The means to this goal, and often a constituent element of this goal, was
“reason.” Here, Paul argues that redeemed reason is the pathway by which believers may arrive
at “the good.” In such a context, ἀγαθός does not merely imply generic morality.1192 Rather, Paul
is making a bold claim to have found in the will of God that towards which the philosophers had
been striving—the “good,” a broad notion including what is beneficial and what is morally
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right.1193 Of course, the term might imply more than the GR philosophical goal—intersecting
with Jewish thought as well1194—but it cannot imply less in this context.
We have already noted the important role that the “good” plays in this letter. I have
argued that in 2:7–10 and 7:7–25, Paul shows that believers are able and expected to do what is
“good” by the power of God. As we examine subsequent usages (12:9, 21; 13:3–4), we will see
that Paul’s more concrete expressions of “good” behavior involve bringing benefit to the lives of
others. Thus, Paul uses “good” terminology to encourage behavior that is both morally right and
practically advantageous for others. The ἀγαθός, then, alongside εὐάρεστος and τέλειος
expresses “something much closer to the classical Greek interest in a cohesive account of the
good life than merely with the criteria for right and wrong action…. Paul is advising on
fundamental attitudes and processes of identity in Christ that will connect the lives of the Roman
believers with God and will lead to their demonstrating the divine will in their daily
existence.”1195
6.13 Theological and Ethical Implications
Once again, Paul has chosen to highlight the “good” at a climactic juncture. Not only is
this passage one of the most significant ethical statements in this letter, it is one of the most
significant in all of Paul’s writings. Paul’s mention of the “good” here does not arise suddenly.
Rather, it is part of the unfolding story of God’s salvation in Romans. In 2:7–10, Paul explains
that only those who “do the good” will receive God’s rewards. In 3:12, he says that no one
actually does the “good.”1196 In 7:7–25, he shows that even a devout person will strive for the
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“good” and fail without deliverance from God. Now in 12:1–2, he states emphatically that the
person who is renewed by God can discern—and by implication, “do”—the “good.”1197
The key to discerning the “good” is the renewed mind. This mind has been renewed not
by mere intellectual training but by conversion experience—by the empowering of God’s
Spirit.1198 In contrast to the corrupted, fallen mind of 1:18–31 that is turned towards idolatry and
decadence, this mind recognizes that “rational worship” involves the total offering of one’s
self/body to God. By this renewal—and by continually and intentionally living from this
source—the believer (and the believing community) enters into radical transformation.
The renewed mind is essential because believers are called not just to obedience but also
to discernment. As Wolfgang Schrage says, “For Paul, the ‘primary ethical stance’ is a very
specific way of thinking….”1199 While reason does not replace the commands of God, neither
have believers inherited a “fixed body of knowledge that has no need for further judgment and
decision.”1200 Therefore, they must learn to think about everything from the standpoint of the
renewed mind. The “daily life of faith” involves believers in a “process of discernment” whereby
they “weigh and evaluate everything and indeed every option.”1201 The new mind, then, is at the
very heart of the believer’s ethical life.1202
Finally, this passage has special significance because of its multiple links to GR
philosophical tradition. This may very well be Paul’s response to the GR ideal of the “good life.”
According to Paul, the “good” that the philosophers were aiming for is found in “the will of
God.” As Wright has stated in regards to Paul’s thought more generally: Paul has “taken the
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classical tradition of ‘virtue,’ all the way from Plato and Aristotle to Cicero and beyond, and has
reworked it into a Christian key.”1203 The Christian key in 12:1–2 is obvious: rational worship—
the total offering oneself to the living God who has revealed himself in Christ—and radical
transformation by means of a Spiritually-altered cognition enables the believer to identify and do
the “good.”1204

Romans 12:9
6.14 Introduction to Romans 12:9
Barclay explains that the believers’ new mind “entails the ability to perceive oneself and
others in such a way that the desire to establish and promote one’s honor is not merely muted but
specifically counteracted.”1205 Thus, it is not surprising that Paul’s first instruction following the
introduction in 12:1–2 is for believers to think (φρονέω) of themselves with appropriate humility
(12:3).1206 This humble mindset guides their ministry to one another (12:3–8), allows them to
live in loving unity with one another (12:10, 16),1207 and removes typical honor-driven patterns
of competition and retaliation (12:14, 17–21).1208 As believers cease thinking according to the
competitive standards of this “age,” they enter a world in which “doing good” to others is a
fundamental reality (12:9, 17, 21; 13:3–4).
The appearances of ἀγαθός in 12:9 and 12:21 serve as brackets around the discrete unit,
12:9–21. In 12:9, Paul introduces a long list of ethical instructions by urging his audience to
“cling to the good.” In 12:21, he concludes this list by urging his listeners to “overcome the evil
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with the good.” It is obvious that a community of people “doing the good” is central to Paul’s
ethical vision. Below, after addressing some structural debate at the outset, I will argue that the
“good” is a summary term for the activity of blessing others. In addition to examining the
contextually relevant features of this passage, I will look carefully at the relationship between
love and “doing good.” I conclude that while love is not reducible to “doing good,” “doing good”
is the active manifestation of love.
6.15 Structure and Outsiders
Determining the structure of 12:9–21 is notoriously difficult. One major question regards
whether one should see a break in Paul’s thought after 12:13 or after 12:16.1209 This question
correlates with another concerning whether and to what extent Paul is addressing “outsiders” or
“insiders” in this passage. It is likely that 12:10–13 targets relationships within the believing
community while 12:17–21 likely targets relationships with outsiders. The difficulty is in
explaining how 12:14–16 fits with these paragraphs. The command to “bless those who
persecute you” (12:14) is probably a reference to persecution by outsiders.1210 But the commands
to “weep with those who weep” (12:15) and to “have the same mind” (12:16) are probably
referring to insider relations.1211 Thus, a break after 12:13 makes 12:15–16 (insider-focus) an
intrusion into the natural flow of thought in 12:14–21 (outsider-focus). On the other hand, a
break after 12:16 means that 12:14 (outsider-focus) is an intrusion in 12:10–16 (insiderfocus).1212
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Although the choice is difficult, the latter view is more probable because there is a simple
explanation for the intrusion at 12:14. Paul mentions “persecution” in 12:14 because he has just
used the term for persecution (διώκω) in an alternative sense in 12:13c: “pursue hospitality” (τὴν
φιλοξενίαν διώκοντες).1213 It makes sense that Paul would deviate slightly from his focus in
12:10–16 for rhetorical effect. Therefore, I conclude that 12:10–16 is primarily directed to
insider relations while 12:17–21 is primarily directed to relations with outsiders. However, we
should recognize that some, if not most, of these ideas are “integrated in Paul’s mind” and it may
be impossible to neatly separate what applies to insiders and what applies to outsiders.1214 For
example, if one believer were to “curse” another, surely Paul would want the response to be
“blessing” (12:14).1215 The character Paul is describing in 12:14 is not irrelevant to believerbeliever interaction, even if the instruction is prompted by consideration of outsider
mistreatment.
Regardless of how we understand the precise structure of 12:9–21, we should recognize
that 12:9a serves as the “heading”1216 or “thesis statement”1217 for all that follows and that 12:9b–
c function as the “subtitles.”1218 Thus the remainder of this chapter, and perhaps all of 12:9–
15:13, should be understood as explicating “genuine love.”1219 And this love is first identified as
a virtue that moves against evil and attaches to the “good” (12:9b–c). As Keck has observed,
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“Everything in between [12:9 and 12:21) can be regarded as instantiating this contrast [between
good and evil].”1220
6.16 Genuine Love
The guiding thought for this entire section is: “Let love be genuine” (Ἡ ἀγάπη
ἀνυπόκριτος; 12:9a).1221 The noun ἀγάπη—although rare in secular Greek—became central to
early Christian virtue.1222 It refers to the “quality of warm regard for and interest in another.”1223
In some contexts, ἀγάπη is likely “based on deep appreciation and high regard.”1224 According to
MM, “this is emphatically a case where the needs of a new subject take up a rather colourless
word and indefinitely enrich it.”1225 Thus, “warm regard” that may be based upon “deep
appreciation” becomes an “indiscriminatingly generous,” self-giving, other-preferring love
within Pauline communities (cf. Phil 2:1–11; 1 Cor 13:1–13).1226
The presence of the article in 12:9a indicates that Paul is thinking of a “specifically
Christian love.”1227 Esler argues that ἀγάπη should be understood in light of its previous
occurrences at 1:7, 5:5, and 8:28–39.1228 In 5:5 specifically (and later in 15:30), “love” is
connected with the Spirit’s work in believers.1229 The ἀγάπη that “has been poured out in our
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hearts” (5:5) refers primarily to an experience of God’s love for us,1230 although not necessarily
to the exclusion of our love for him (cf. 8:28) and others (cf. 15:30).1231 Understood in light of its
previous occurrences, the particular ἀγάπη in view at 12:9a may be viewed as the believers’
fitting response to—and perhaps the natural outworking of—their own experience of God’s love.
The statements “hate the evil” and “cling to the good” (12:9b–c) “serve to elaborate v. 9a
and to forecast the argument in this section.”1232 Peng argues that these commands represent
“two practical ways to express love”1233 and “the two poles around which the following
exhortations are arranged.”1234 We saw in Chapter 4 that Paul makes a similar statement
regarding the discernment of prophecy in 1 Thess 5:21–22: “cling to the good; keep away from
every evil form” (τὸ καλὸν κατέχετε, ἀπὸ παντὸς εἴδους πονηροῦ ἀπέχεσθε).1235 It is perhaps
significant that Paul locates this statement in close proximity to a discussion of charismatic gifts
(12:3–8).1236 Noting similarities also with 1 Cor 12–13, Dunn argues: “Paul’s thought follows a
familiar track: charisms as vital to the reality of the Christian church, but as always needing to be
checked and monitored in relation to love … with discrimination always necessary to discern
what was good and worthwhile.”1237
The specific statements here are striking for their forcefulness. With ἀποστυγέω and
κολλάω, Paul uses “highly emotional terms” that “imply a passionate commitment to the
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See Fee, Presence, 496–97.
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But he distances this understanding from viewing the commands as “the explanation” or “the
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“complement.”
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objective good of the fellow members of one’s congregation.”1238 Ἀποστυγέω implies
“repulsion”1239 for something or someone—in this context, what is truly wicked (πονηρός).1240
On the other hand, κολλάω implies a close unity or binding attachment.1241 Paul elsewhere uses
the term for a person’s being “joined” to a prostitute (1 Cor 6:16; cf. Matt 19:5).1242 Thus, Paul is
commanding the believers to enter into a deep and binding unity with the “good.”
This brings us to the question of the meaning of ἀγαθός in this context. I argued above
that the broad idea of the “good” as it appears in 12:2 likely responds to this same emphasis in
the GR virtue ethics tradition. If so, “the good life” is likely in view, not just “good” or right
behavior. Although, admittedly, this “good life” is of benefit to the individual agent, we should
remember that the ἀγαθός person was originally one who brought benefit to the larger
community and that this meaning persisted even as the social role of the “good person”
changed.1243 Thus, ἀγαθός in this context would naturally suggest a general life and specific
behaviors that are beneficial to oneself and others.
In addition, the close association of ἀγαθός with ἀγάπη (12:9) suggests that the “good” is
centrally a category of “advantage” in this context.1244 Furthermore, the emphasis throughout this
section (12:9–21) on considering and helping others confirms this understanding (cf. 12:10, 13–
16, 20–21).1245 For example, the statement in 12:14 is an explicit command to seek the benefit of
others, particularly enemies: “Bless those who persecute you” (εὐλογεῖτε τοὺς διώκοντας ὑμᾶς).
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Finally, I will argue below that the further instances of ἀγαθός in the present context (12:21;
13:3–4) convey benefit to others. When combined, all of these factors indicate that Paul’s
command in 12:9c is an extension of love—believers should “cling to” a warm regard for others
and a commitment to advancing their interests.
6.17 The Relationship Between Love and “Doing the Good”
To understand the relationship between love and “doing the good,” we need a clear
understanding of the nature of love. In Biblical understanding, love is reducible neither to action
(as among some Christian thinkers) nor to feeling (as is common in contemporary American
culture).1246 Rather, love is “a condition out of which actions of a certain type emerge” or, more
specifically, it is “an overall disposition to bring about good….”1247 It is, in other words, a
“virtue,” classically understood.1248 This virtue includes an “affective dimension” that prevents
obedience from becoming mere formal law-observance.1249 Therefore, in light of the fact that
love includes feelings or emotions, it cannot be equated with the action of “doing good.”1250
Rather, “doing good” is the external expression of love.
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Troels Engberg-Pedersen makes much of the difference between love and “doing good,”
arguing that Paul views the latter as the believers’ responsibility to outsiders and the former as
their responsibility to insiders.1251 In discussing 12:18–21, he explains that these “verses seem to
employ a terminology that is distinctly free of anything that has to do with love.”1252 Paul
requires the “surplus” contained in love, “the inner attitude of directedness towards other people
that generated” “good deeds,” only of believers towards other believers.1253 This “life of shared
love within the group works as the basis for another kind of relationship towards outsiders, one
which does good and avoids the bad….”1254
Engberg-Pedersen’s interesting thesis is ultimately unconvincing for the following
reasons: First, if it is correct to view 12:9c as a “subtitle” for this entire section, then it is highly
unlikely that Paul’s audience would dissociate this exhortation from the immediately following
instructions that apply within the believing community (12:10–13, 15–16). Second, along these
same lines, the exhortation to “cling to the good” serves as an elaboration of love (12:9a). Thus,
it becomes very difficult to make a sharp distinction between love (as a communal virtue) and
“doing good” (as an action directed towards outsiders). Third, it is precisely God’s love for
outsiders (“sinners”) that brings believers into right relationship with God (5:5–8). If it is correct
to understand love in 12:9a in light of its earlier occurrences in the letter (see above)—and to
think that believers’ love should reflect God’s love—then we would expect that love to extend to
outsiders as well.

emotion plays a key role in energizing and revitalizing the practices….” (Love, 32). He notes, however, that the
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Fourth, Engberg-Pedersen may be operating with an untenable distinction between
behavior and inner disposition. It is difficult to believe that Paul would urge believers to give
food and drink to the hungry and thirsty (12:20) without “an inner attitude of directedness toward
other people.”1255 Furthermore, since behaviors tend to generate and reinforce certain feelings
(see above), it is likely that the “inner attitude” would develop through consistent practice of
“good” or “loving” behaviors. The virtue ethics tradition certainly teaches the development of
holistic virtue—embracing both behavior and inward orientation.1256
Finally, we saw in Chapter 4 that the parallels between love (1 Thess 3:12) and “doing
good” (1 Thess 5:15) suggest a strong connection between the two ideas. It is particularly telling
that in both of these passages, the actions are directed towards “one another and all” (εἰς
ἀλλήλους καὶ εἰς πάντας). Although it is true that Paul shifts from speaking about “all” in 13:7 to
speaking about “one another” in 13:8–10 in conjunction with the instruction to “love” (Μηδενὶ
μηδὲν ὀφείλετε εἰ μὴ τὸ ἀλλήλους ἀγαπᾶν; 13:8),1257 it is also true that he immediately speaks of
love for “the other” (τὸν ἕτερον; 13:8) and for the “neighbor” (πλησίον; 13:10) in this same
context. Furthermore, he explicitly identifies love as that which “does no evil to the neighbor”
(τῷ πλησίον κακὸν οὐκ ἐργάζεται; 13:10). Surely this minimalist statement and its converse
(“love does good to the neighbor”) would apply both within and outside the believing
community. It is more likely, then, that the shift in 13:8 occurs to highlight the priority of loving
fellow-believers—or for some other reason—but not to exclude love from the outsider
relationships.
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6.18 Theological and Ethical Conclusions
The central virtue of the early Christians, ἀγάπη, is not for show; instead, it involves a
deep and sincere hatred of evil and attachment to “good.” “The love” which is first experienced
by believers as a gift from God (5:5) becomes manifest in actions that “promote the well-being
of those within their range of influence.”1258 These actions are aptly summarized with the phrase
“doing good” (or with the stronger phrase—“clinging to the good;” 12:9c). Believers should
direct these actions to those both within and outside the believing community (cf. Gal 6:10; 1
Thess 3:12; 5:15). By attaching the “good” to the instruction to love, Paul reinforces the
conclusion that we have drawn repeatedly in this study—“doing the good” is a vital category in
his ethical thinking. Although love is a larger category than its outward expression, it is not less
than such. Apart from love, “doing good” would be meaningless (1 Cor 13:3); but apart from
“good deeds,” it is questionable whether love is truly present.

Romans 12:17–21
6.19 Introduction to Romans 12:17–-21
This short paragraph (12:17–21) serves to conclude the present section (12:9–21). In fact,
all that is said in 12:3–21 is bracketed by Paul’s use of ἀγαθός in 12:2 and 12:21.1259 Echoing the
Jesus tradition,1260 Paul urges his audience not to retaliate against “enemies.” The “good”
appears twice in this discussion, marking the outer boundaries of the paragraph (καλός in 12:17
and ἀγαθός in 12:21). It will be helpful to view the boundary verses in parallel arrangement:
12:17—μηδενὶ κακὸν ἀντὶ κακοῦ ἀποδιδόντες,
προνοούμενοι καλὰ ἐνώπιον πάντων ἀνθρώπων
12:21— μὴ νικῶ ὑπὸ τοῦ κακοῦ
ἀλλὰ νίκα ἐν τῷ ἀγαθῷ τὸ κακόν
1258

Willard, Life, 168.
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The negative injunctions about “evil” (κακός) in the first half of both verses highlight their close
rhetorical relationship.
Since I have already treated a passage very similar to 12:17c in Chapter 5 (2 Cor 8:21), I
will only briefly address this verse below. I will note how emphasis falls on outsider observance
in the present passage and argue that καλός is an appropriate term for such an emphasis.
Likewise, 12:21 will not require extensive treatment. Rather, I will briefly demonstrate how Paul
connects ἀγαθός with encountering enemies and overcoming evil. The passage is significant not
simply for repeating the instruction that believers are to bless others by doing “good” but
especially because it shows Paul’s missional expectations in this regard—by doing “good,”
believers can contribute to God’s overall victory over evil.
6.20 Doing What is Recognizably “Good” (12:17)
Paul draws the statement in 12:17 from Prov 3:4. As in 2 Cor 8:21, he reworks this
statement so as to emphasize human observance.1261 While the original proverb contains a
balanced reference to “the Lord” and to “people,” in 12:17 Paul omits reference to “the Lord”
altogether. Furthermore, by expanding the audience to include “all people” (πάντων ἀνθρώπων),
Paul focuses special attention on outsider observance.1262
Καλός is the right term for such an emphasis. As we have seen previously, καλός evokes
the visible expression of goodness and connects with what is “honorable” or “praiseworthy.”1263
Dunn is on the right track when he suggests that “καλός is chosen because it denotes a quality of
beauty (physical or moral) which would receive general approbation in people of sensibility (so
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‘honorable’… ).”1264 This external or visible meaning is not neatly separable from ἀγαθός and its
connection with “benefit.” In fact, the contrast with 12:17a (“Repay no one evil for evil….”)
creates an expectation that the goodness in 12:17b will include “blessing.” But the emphasis here
is on a “benefit” that is recognizable by outsiders.1265
David Horrell sees this passage as an important indication that, according to Paul,
believers and unbelievers share common ground in terms of moral understanding.1266 It is not
that believers do “what the gospel defines as good in front of all people.”1267 Rather, believers do
what all people, generally speaking, recognize to be “good.”1268 Thus, the outsider concern we
have seen in other texts (Gal 6:9–10; 1 Thess 5:15; 2 Thess 1:10–11) receives a slightly different
nuance here. Paul is not merely instructing the Romans to do “good” to unbelievers; rather, he is
instructing them to do what unbelievers consider to be “good.”1269 Paul wants believers to bring
light to their surroundings by planning for actions that others will identify as “honorable” or
“beautiful.”1270
6.21 Overcome Evil with “Good” (12:21)
The focus on “insightful interaction with a hostile world” continues in 12:18 as Paul
instructs his audience to “live in peace with all people” (μετὰ πάντων ἀνθρώπων
εἰρηνεύοντες).1271 Such peace will only be possible where believers have relinquished vengeance
into God’s hands (12:19).1272 Drawing on Prov 25:21–22, Paul argues that instead of seeking

1264

Dunn, Romans, 2:748.
Cf. Jewett, Romans, 772.
1266
Horrell, Solidarity, 265–67, 71.
1267
Horrell, Solidarity, 266; contra Cranfield, Romans, 2:645–46.
1268
Horrell, Solidarity, 266; see Dunn’s argument, Romans, 2:748.
1269
Cf. Horrell, Solidarity, 272. For Horrell, this shared understanding of morality represents current
potential for building consensus in the public square (Solidarity, 4, 50, 270–71, 288–89).
1270
Regarding προνοέω, Käsemann says, “Doing good is something to be planned and not just willed….”
(Romans, 348); see Chapter 5 for more discussion of this term.
1271
Jewett, Romans, 773.
1272
Cp. Bryan, Preface, 203.
1265

288

vengeance, believers should give food and drink to “the enemy” (ὁ ἐχθρός) who is in need
(12:20).1273 Jewett argues that “food” and “drink” recall the early Christian practice of
hospitality.1274 However, the statement is too generic for such a specific application and more
likely represents “good works of every kind.”1275
The result of these “good works” will be pouring “coals of fire” on the enemy’s head
(12:20b). The meaning of this allusive statement is uncertain.1276 It could refer to the increased
guilt and more severe judgment of enemies who continue in unrepentance despite their
experience of these kind acts.1277 But it is difficult to accept that Paul commands loving deeds
towards unbelievers done for the purpose of increasing their eventual suffering.1278 Alternatively,
most recent interpreters have opted for understanding the illustration in connection with the
shame of the wrongdoer.1279 Even this interpretation may simply refer to a “more refined form of
revenge”1280 unless the shame is understood to bring about a positive outcome.1281 Thus, it is
likely that the expression conveys Paul’s understanding that “good works” have the potential to
bring enemies to repentance.1282 Paul’s belief that “good works” should advance the glory of
Jesus (2 Thess 1:12) fits nicely with this understanding.1283

1273

On the contrast between 12:20 and 12:19a, see Jewett, Romans, 777.
Jewett, Romans, 777–78.
1275
So Osborne, Romans, 340 (drawing on Cranfield).
1276
Keck wisely suggests avoiding dogmatism about such a contested passage (Romans, 309–10).
1277
Noted as a possibility by Moo, Romans, 788.
1278
Cp. Dunn, Romans, 2:750–51; Moo attempts to avoid this problem by distinguishing between the
purpose and result of the actions (Romans, 788). But it is questionable whether Paul’s audience would have naturally
observed such a distinction in this context. It should be noted that Moo himself, for other reasons, rejects this
understanding.
1279
Longnecker, Romans, 941; Moo, Romans, 788–89.
1280
Dunn, Romans, 2:751 (referencing Ortkempter who is citing A. Juncker).
1281
Cp. Dunn, Romans, 2:751. Dunn notes that a reference to shame bringing repentance is currently the
“majority view” (Romans, 2:750).
1282
Cp. Osborne, Romans, 340.
1283
Potential background for this expression is found in an ancient Egyptian ritual wherein carrying coals
of fire on one’s head signified repentance. See William Klassen, “Coals of Fire: Sign of Repentance or Revenge?”
NTS 9.4 (1963): 337–50. Klassen relies on the work of Siegfried Morenz, “Feurige Kohlen auf dem Haupt; cf.
Longenecker, Romans, 941.
1274

289

The positive summary statement in 12:21 also flows naturally from this
understanding.1284 Here Paul talks of “conquering” or “overcoming” (νικάω) evil by doing
“good” (ἀγαθός).1285 The verb νικάω was “widely popularized in the celebrations of the Greek
goddess Nike and of the Roman goddess Victoria.”1286 A Roman audience could not have missed
the echoes. Paul is presenting a different kind of victory, one that requires goodness and love
rather than violence and force.1287 The present tense (νίκα) suggests “dedicated persistence” in
this “good work.”1288 Thus, Paul concludes and climaxes this ethical section with an optimistic
vision: By persistently doing “good” in the face of evil, believers may participate in God’s
victory over evil.1289
The specific meaning of ἀγαθός in this context requires little comment. To the extent that
it is qualified by the proverb in 12:20, it indicates material assistance—giving food and drink to
those in need. This emphasis agrees with Paul’s teaching about the “good” elsewhere (Gal 6:6–
10; 2 Thess 3:13; 2 Cor 9:8). But the “material” illustration in 12:20 is not meant to be
exclusive—rather, anything that brings benefit to another would be included (e.g., “blessing”
others; 12:14). These kinds of actions stand in contrast to the natural and common tendency to
repay “harm for harm” (12:17).1290 Thus, the fundamental meaning of ἀγαθός remains prominent
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in this text. Paul is not talking about “doing the right thing,” but about bringing blessing to the
world. In essence, he is talking about love.1291
6.22 Theological and Ethical Conclusions
We have seen that the “good” brackets (12:2; 17–21) and concludes (12:21) this
important ethical section (12:9–21). Here in this final paragraph we observe that Paul’s missional
heart aligns with his ethical expectations—by “doing the good,” believers participate in God’s
victory over evil. Consider Jewett’s comments:
The thought of overcoming ‘evil’ through everyday acts of solidarity would be grandiose
except for the framework of a global mission in behalf of the righteousness of God,
which is the theme and purpose of Romans. Within that framework, even a cup of water
given to the thirsty becomes a means of expressing the love of Christ and thus extending
the realm of divine righteousness.
The ethic is not entirely missional, however. Rather, Paul is likely influenced by the Jesus
tradition and thus we can say that the ethic is based on his Christology.1292 The Christological
and the missional function together in Paul’s ethical thinking.
Paul’s missional heart is again evident in this passage when he encourages believers to
consider what is “honorable” (12:17) before outsiders. Such thoughtful consideration of outsiders
is an integral part of Paul’s ethics (cf. 12:14; Gal 6:10; 1 Thess 5:15; Phil 4:5).1293 Not only does
Paul want believers to do “good” to them, in 12:17 he wants them to consider what outsiders
think is “good.” Thus, he indicates that “there is common ground … in the ethical values held by

Käsemann says: “Only love overcomes evil by the doing of good. This raises again the question
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Christians and by all people, a shared sense of what is good and evil.”1294 This understanding
potentially opens the door for more meaningful social engagement.1295

Romans 13:3–4
6.23 Introduction to Romans 13:3–4
Romans 13:1–7 can only be understood in view of the context we have just been
exploring (12:1–21).1296 Paul is urging and explaining the new life that believers are to lead in
community with one another with conscious concern for the onlooking world. Consideration of
outsiders is especially present in the preceding paragraph, 12:17–21. As we just saw, Paul
concludes this paragraph with the climactic statement that believers should “overcome evil with
good” (12:21). Paul’s interest in outsiders—and how “good deeds” will influence them—
continues into ch. 13.
In this light it is important to recognize that Paul has not suddenly forgotten about “love”
in 13:1–7.1297 This paragraph is not an “alien body”1298 that “interrupts the discussion of
love….”1299 In fact, Paul will immediately return to love as a summary statement at the end of
this paragraph (13:8–10). There he speaks negatively: “Love does not do evil (κακὸν) to the
neighbor” (13:10a). The inverse is implied: “Love does good to the neighbor.”1300 Therefore, it is
fair to say that “Paul envisions a community that expresses love for the larger society by its
recognition of the role of governing authorities.”1301 As Christopher Bryan explains, “It is all—
even paying the proper taxes, and certainly the giving of proper honor—a part of love….”1302
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I will not focus presently on the major questions surrounding this section and its
contemporary application.1303 I adopt a simple and straightforward reading that assumes Paul
means what he seems to mean: In a general sense, governing authorities are ordained by God and
are responsible for administering justice.1304 This view does not indicate that totalitarian regimes
are legitimate or that all forms of protest are illegitimate.1305 Paul is not providing a detailed
theory of government but rather is still giving direct instructions (though general and unnuanced)
about how believers should live faithfully before unbelieving witnesses.1306
My focus is on Paul’s use of ἀγαθός in 13:3–4. The question is: What kind of behavior
does he have in mind? Is this basic moral behavior? Or is it something more? Bruce Winter has
argued persuasively that Paul is urging civic benefactions in these verses. I will briefly
summarize his argument below before arguing against Philip H. Towner’s attempt to broaden the
application of this text by expanding the definition of benefaction.1307 I will argue that while
Paul’s exhortation in 13:3–4 does apply to all believers, it does so by inviting them to learn from
the example of the benefactor, not by commanding them all to become benefactors.
6.24 Overview
The unique instructions in 13:1–7 have similarities with other Jewish writings and may
even reflect synagogue background.1308 The basic Jewish perspective indicated that rulers were
appointed by God and that people should honor them appropriately.1309 Paul expresses the same
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fundamental perspective in 13:1–7. He begins with a straightforward exhortation for believers to
submit to governing authorities (13:1a). He then elaborates with two supporting reasons.1310
First, he argues that rulers are “ordained” by God (13:1b–2).1311 Second, he argues that these
rulers function to administer punishment to wrongdoers and praise to those who do “good”
(13:3–4). Paul then restates the exhortation to submission in 13:51312 before applying this
teaching specifically to payment of taxes (13:6) and general respect for those in positions of
authority (13:7).1313
Our focus is on 13:3–4. Paul first assures the believers that the authorities are not a
“terror” (φόβος) to “the good work but to the evil” (τῷ ἀγαθῷ ἔργῳ ἀλλὰ τῷ κακῷ; 13:3a).1314
The phrase, “good work,” also appears in 2:7 (ἔργου ἀγαθου) where it broadly identifies what is
morally right and beneficial. The article occurs here (13:3) looking back immediately to the use
of ἀγαθός in 12:2, 9, and 21 but perhaps also recalling the “good work” in 2:7 and the
subsequent emphasis on “good” behavior (2:10; 7:12–20).1315 The point in 13:3a is repeated in
13:3c as the answer to the question in 13:3b: “Now do you desire to not fear the authority?” The
answer once again is: “Do the good” (τὸ ἀγαθὸν ποίει). This time Paul adds a positive result:
“And you will receive praise from it [the authority]” (καὶ ἕξεις ἔπαινον ἐξ αὐτῆς; 13:3c).
Paul uses ἀγαθός once more in 13:4a: The authority is “God’s servant to you for the
good” (θεοῦ γὰρ διάκονός ἐστιν σοὶ εἰς τὸ ἀγαθόν). He follows this statement with further
warnings to those who practice evil (13:4b–d) since the authorities do not “bear the sword in
vain” (εἰκῇ τὴν μάχαιραν φορεῖ; Rom 13:4c). Thus, the basic point is clearly established—
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“good” behavior eliminates fear of the authorities and creates an expectation of praise.
Meanwhile, “evil” behavior (κακός) has every reason to expect punishment.
6.25 13:3–4 as a Call to Benefaction
When considering the meaning of ἀγαθός in 13:3–4, we should remember that Paul uses
this term only moments before in reference to deeds of kindness—giving food and drink to the
hungry and thirsty (12:20–21). When just three verses later he tells his audience to do what is
ἀγαθός, he is commanding something that “goes beyond submission and staying out of
trouble….”1316 Despite some translations, Paul’s exhortation is not that the believers merely do
what is “right” (NIV; NLT). Rather, they should do the ἀγαθός-thing—the thing that brings
benefit to others. But just what is that thing in this particular context?
We have already seen in this study that “doing the good” was terminology familiar in the
benefaction tradition. Winter has drawn attention to this background and has argued at length for
its implications for the understanding of the present passage.1317 His argument can be
summarized as follows:
--There existed in Paul’s day a “widespread convention” of publicly honoring civic
benefactors.1318
-- Ἀγαθός was used specifically to identify benefactors/benefactions.1319
--Paul’s promise that those who “do good” will receive “praise” (ἔπαινος) fits well both
terminologically and conceptually with the benefaction tradition while it makes little
sense on a traditional reading.1320
--The second-person singular in 13:3–4 (σοὶ in 13:4) indicates that Paul is addressing an
individual within the church (thus, the majority incapable of such benefactions is not
being addressed).1321
1316

Keck, Romans, 315.
Winter, Welfare, 26–38.
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Winter, Welfare, 26–33 at 28.
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Winter, Welfare, 34–35.
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--Paul has already used ἀγαθός to identify a benefactor in 5:7.1322
--Those who reject this reading must accept a “vague position” similar to Cranfield’s:
“‘Paul means that consciously or unconsciously, willingly or unwillingly, in one way or
another, the power will praise the good work and punish the evil.’”1323
Despite the persuasiveness of Winter’s case, some interpreters wish to allow for a broader
meaning.1324 Towner seeks to broaden the application of this passage by expanding the definition
of benefaction, just as Winter himself does elsewhere.1325 Thus, he argues that Paul’s language
does urge benefactions, but that it does so for all members, not just the wealthy. Paul is “coopting”1326 benefaction from the secular society and making it “the obligation of all.”1327 Thus,
benefaction “expands in meaning as ‘doing good’ becomes reinterpreted as service done in
love.”1328
Towner rejects Winter’s narrow application here in part because he understands the
second-person singular in 13:3–4 as an instance of diatribe. Thus, although Paul speaks to one
person rhetorically, “all believers continue to be addressed.”1329 But Towner fails to answer
Winter’s weighty objection: How could authorities be made aware of, much less offer “praise”
to, all the believers and their various acts of “service done in love?”1330 Such praise, as
Käsemann recognized long ago, would be “daringly promised.”1331
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In my view, Towner is right to see diatribe at work here but wrong to think that all
believers are represented by the interlocutor.1332 Rather, all believers are invited to learn from
Paul’s interaction with this interlocutor. We encountered a similar use of diatribe earlier in this
letter (see above). In 2:1–5 and 2:17–24, Paul uses diatribe to highlight the ugliness of hypocrisy
and to gain his audience’s assent that it is worthy of condemnation. The audience is not meant to
identify with the hypocrite in either paragraph. But by considering the hypocrite, they are invited
to consider their own behavior in a fresh light.
In a similar way, Paul presents an interlocutor in 13:3–4 so that his audience as a whole
will consider the benefits of “good” behavior. Of course, they would know that only a few
among them could actually engage in benefactions that would receive public praise.1333
However, they could all recognize this behavior—especially as they saw a few among them
instantiating it—as an example of the general life of love and goodness that they were called to
pursue. For many of them, the “good” thing might simply be paying taxes or showing honor and
deference when appropriate (13:6–7).1334 But a similar perspective—a concern to bless others
(12:14, 17–21)—would be recognizable in all these actions.1335
It is difficult to know exactly what Paul means by ἀγαθός in 13:4a: θεοῦ γὰρ διάκονός
ἐστιν σοὶ εἰς τὸ ἀγαθόν. Winter argues that εἰς means “with respect to” in this context.1336 The
parallel phrase in 13:4d could be understood similarly—regarding those who practice evil, the
authority is God’s servant “with respect to wrath” (εἰς ὀργὴν).1337 This understanding is possible.
However, if Paul is referring to the benefaction with ἀγαθός in 13:4a, we would expect the
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parallel phrase to read εἰς τὸ κακὸν –“with respect to the evil.” The contrast with “wrath”
suggests that Paul is envisioning what the ruler does to different groups of people—he executes
punishment on some and brings benefit to others—not what the general populace does (i.e.,
“good” or “evil”). Thus, the correct understanding is that the authority “is God’s servant for your
good” (NRS).1338
6.26 Theological and Ethical Conclusions
In this critical ethical section of the letter containing what had “proved to be most
important in the gospel [Paul] had been preaching,”1339 Paul’s desire for believers to do what is
“good” is never far from mind (12:2, 9, 17, 21; 13:3–4). The “good” is tied specifically to love in
12:9 and to the blessing of enemies in 12:20–21. It is love that “does not do evil to the neighbor”
(13:10). This same love demands a consideration of the “good” of the broader society. For those
in position to do so, love suggests benefactions to bless the wider community and to avoid
hostile relations with authorities (13:1–4).1340 For others, love may simply mean paying taxes
and showing honor to those in honorable positions (13:6–7). In all cases, loving consideration of
others leads to actions that are for their “good.”
It is also important to realize that when Paul thinks about believers in relation to society,
he thinks in theological rather than Christological terms.1341 That is, he starts with the idea of
God’s appointments to power (13:1–2) and presents rulers as “God’s servants” (13:4). Thus,
believers’ social reflection is ultimately theological reflection. It is only in light of what God has
done in society—structuring and ordering it for the “good” of human beings1342—that believers
This conclusion suggests that Paul has shifted the meaning of ἀγαθός from 13:3–4. However, not only
is the central meaning of “benefit” still intact, but if we imagine that the authorities were also at times the
benefactors, then the shift may be very slight indeed.
1339
Dunn, Beginning, 867.
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consider their role as submissive and beneficent citizens. This is not, however, the world of “new
creation,” formed by the death and resurrection of Jesus.1343

Romans 16:19
6.27 Introduction to Romans 16:19
I will treat this final section very briefly. Rather than exegete the details of 16:17–20, I
will instead argue for three conclusions. First, in this paragraph Paul is once again focusing
attention on the “good” at a highly significant juncture. Second, Paul is alluding to the story of
Adam and Eve in this paragraph. Third, in light of the first two points, the “good” functions as a
summary term for the way of life Paul has put forward in this letter. Thus, we will see that this
last passage retroactively confirms the argument that we have been making throughout: The
“good” is a central ethical category for Paul.
6.28 “Good” as Ethical Summary and Climax1344
Although this passage’s authenticity has been challenged,1345 there is no textual basis for
its omission.1346 The majority of scholarship continues to accept that the passage is original.1347
Assuming that the majority is correct, the question is: Why does Paul interject this little
paragraph at this particular point? Why does he interrupt his final greetings with these words of
warning and encouragement? The answer is that the message of this paragraph is very important
to Paul’s agenda in this letter.
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Paul’s concluding comments in general deserve special attention as potential windows
into his meaning.1348 That would be especially true in this case if Witherington is correct to
identify this paragraph as a “second peroratio.”1349 This passage is not an afterthought or random
interruption—it is an insight into some of Paul’s deepest concerns. Several scholars have
suggested that Paul likely “took the pen” himself to form the words of this paragraph.1350
Achtemeier recognizes the significance of what is happening. He concludes that in these verses
Paul “summarizes the theme that had preoccupied [him] not only in his section on admonitions
(chs. 12–16), but which also underlies the whole of his theology….”1351 Again, he explains that
this passage along with 16:25–27 summarizes “the core of what Paul has wanted to communicate
to the Romans in his desire to share with them his gospel of God’s redemptive care for his
creation in Christ Jesus.”1352
This passage, then, is meant to reinforce the gospel that Paul presents throughout the
letter of Romans. By warning against heretics (16:17), he aims to secure “the unity in Christ of
Jews and gentiles, a unity which is part and parcel of the rectified relationship between God and
humanity.”1353 And if this unity is to be truly secure, the church must have clarity regarding
“good” and “evil” (16:19).1354 Thus, the “good” is once again central to Paul’s purpose in
writing—indeed, it is central to the gospel itself.
We gain more clarity on the nature of this “good” by noticing Paul’s allusion to the story
of the Fall in Gen 3. Commentators often note that the sudden appearance of Satan, along with
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his being “crushed” under “feet,” in 16:20 may be an allusion to Gen 3:15.1355 I suggest that the
allusion begins earlier. In 16:18, Paul warns against those who “by smooth talk and flattery
deceive the hearts of the simple-minded” (διὰ τῆς χρηστολογίας καὶ εὐλογίας ἐξαπατῶσιν τὰς
καρδίας τῶν ἀκάκων; NRS). It is not difficult to see an allusion to the serpent of Gen 3 in this
description. The key term signaling this understanding is ἐξαπατάω. This term occurs in the
Pauline corpus on two other occasions with direct reference to the serpent’s deception (2 Cor
11:3; 1 Tim 2:14). Furthermore, the only other time the word appears in this letter is in 7:11
where Paul is likely alluding to the Adam story.1356
Thus, the appearance of Satan in 16:20 is not “abrupt.”1357 Satan is the one who used
“smooth talk” and “flattery” to deceive in the beginning (16:18). He is also the one who is at
work in the false teachers who threaten the unity of the church (16:17). He is the one whom God
must destroy (16:20). Satan’s original work directly involved confusing the “simple” (ἀκάκων)
about what is “good” and “evil” (Gen 3:4–5; 16:19). Thus, Paul’s audience must be “wise in
regard to the good and innocent in regard to the evil” (σοφοὺς εἶναι εἰς τὸ ἀγαθόν, ἀκεραίους δὲ
εἰς τὸ κακόν).1358
Recognizing the allusion to Gen 3 helps us to appreciate the significance of this passage.
The story of Adam and Eve is crucial for Paul’s explanation of the gospel in Romans. It was
through the “first Adam” that sin and death entered the world (5:12) and through the “second
Adam” that grace and life became available for all (5:15–17). Paul again alludes to Adam in 7:7–
25 and specifically to his inability to “do the good” (7:18). Thus, the conflict between death and
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life—and “good” and “evil”—is inseparable from the role of Adam in this letter, especially in
chs. 5–8. Jesus is Paul’s answer to the dilemma Adam created.
It is clear that somehow humanity went wrong with regard to “good” and “evil” through
Adam’s decision (Gen 3:5). When Paul comes to conclude his message to the Romans in which
he has emphasized that Christ is setting all things right, he highlights their need for a true
understanding of what is “good.” He is thankful that they are already “obedient” (16:19a–b). But
they still need “wisdom” and “discernment” concerning the “good” as he has presented it to them
in the letter.1359 The ability to truly discern and do the “good” is the work of Christ counteracting
Adam’s sin.
When Paul mentions ἀγαθός at this climactic juncture, he is not thinking of a mere
“moral good,” if by that is meant a “good” that is separate from his theology.1360 He is instead
thinking of the basic biblical narrative and of his gospel in particular.1361 Furthermore, the
connection with “life” in the Genesis narrative indicates that “the good” is once again
inseparable from benefit or advantage. Paul’s audience would certainly recognize the allusions to
this foundational Genesis story and they would know what the choice between “good” and “evil”
represented in that story—it was not a mere mundane bad decision; it was a God-defying
decision that unleashed death and destruction into the world. “To be wise about what is good,”
then, is to understand what Adam—and subsequent humanity—failed to understand. It is to
recognize what is truly advantageous and act accordingly.

Wright notes that they need to “supplement” their obedience with “mature wisdom” (Romans, 764).
Cp. Jewett who says that Paul’s earlier “transformative dialectic between ‘good’ and ‘evil’ … is
brought down to a pedestrian level in this verse….” (Romans, 993), although perhaps it would be overstated to say
that Jewett’s view separates this “good” from Paul’s theology.
1361
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It is only in view of the salvation that they have in Christ that Paul’s audience can know
and do the “good.” Thus, this final climactic statement looks back at all that Paul has said about
salvation and the ethical life in Romans—he has provided “wisdom” about what is “good.” Thus,
just as Adam had a choice between “good and evil,” “life and death,” and just as Moses put the
same choice before the Israelites (Deut 30:15; see above), so now Paul puts the choice before the
believers at Rome. But because of the second Adam, Paul expects that believers will be able to
choose “the good.”
6.29 Theological and Ethical Conclusions
As we have seen, this paragraph highlights the importance of the “good” in Paul’s ethical
thinking by attaching it to the story of the Fall in Gen 3. By referencing this story at the very end
of his letter, Paul demonstrates that believers’ ability to understand and do the “good” is central
to his gospel. To be “wise about what is good” is a general summary of all that has come before
as Paul has presented the way of wisdom to his audience. They must develop this understanding
if the church is to remain unified and the gospel is to go forward.
“Doing the good” is not mere ethics—it is inherent to salvation, the reversal of Adam’s
curse encountered in the “free gift” of God (5:15). As such, it is clearly a matter of benefit or
advantage—indeed, it is a matter of “life.” Thus, when Paul climactically urges believers “to be
wise about the good,” he not urging them to simply “Do the right thing.” Rather, Paul is urging
his audience to recognize and accept the way of salvation for what it is—God’s gift of life.
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Chapter 7—Philippians and Philemon
Philippians 1:6
7.0 Introduction to Philippians 1:6
When Paul pens his letter to the church at Philippi, he writes as a prisoner.1362 It is
surprising, then, to find here his most joyful and thankful letter.1363 As one reads, it quickly
becomes clear that Paul is writing to dear friends who hold a special place in his heart.1364 He
writes to this group of believers for several reasons, perhaps foremost among them being his
desire to thank them for their recent financial gift.1365 However, Paul also has other reasons for
writing, including his deep desire that leaders in the church be reconciled (4:2–3) and that the
Philippians persevere in the faith (1:27–30).1366 It is, then, not only a letter of thanksgiving but
also one of gospel proclamation as Paul seeks to bring the implications of the gospel to bear on
the challenges faced by the Philippian believers.1367
In this short letter, Paul uses “good” terminology in only one ethically significant passage
(1:6). In contrast to previous letters where the language has frequently appeared in concluding
sections (Gal 6:6–10; 1 Thess 5:15, 21; 2 Thess 3:13; Rom 16:17–20) or at other ethically
climactic moments (Gal 4:12–20; Rom 12:1–2), here it occurs as part of Paul’s opening
thanksgiving (1:3–8; cf. 2 Thess 1:11). We will see below that there is a special reason for this
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unique placement. It is the Philippians’ unique relationship with Paul that prompts him to
highlight this “good work” with thanksgiving.
7.1—Two Interpretive Options
After expressing the abundance of his joyful thanks and prayer for the Philippians (1:3–
4), Paul announces the main reason for his gratitude: The Philippians have engaged in a
“partnership” (κοινωνία) with Paul from very early in their faith experience and this partnership
has continued to the present time (1:5).1368 Reflection on this “fellowship” gives way to an
expression of confidence about the future: God began a “good work” (ἔργον ἀγαθὸν) in the
believers at Philippi and God will continue this work to the final day (1:6). Paul concludes the
thanksgiving portion (1:3–8) of this opening section (1:3–11) by explaining that it is “right” for
him to have these thoughts about the Philippians since they are his “co-partners” (συγκοινωνός)
in ministry and they hold a special place in his heart (1:7–8).1369
There are two basic options for understanding the “good work” in 1:6. Either it refers to
the Philippians’ “salvation” (or some aspect of their salvation, such as “sanctification”) or it
refers to the Philippians’ monetary support of Paul’s ministry.1370 Although the great majority of

For more on the meaning κοινωνία, see below.
I subdivide the opening section into thanksgiving (1:3–8) and petition (1:9–11) as does Gordon D. Fee,
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interpreters ascribe to the former view,1371 the latter view is likely correct.1372 I will argue for this
financial view in three broad stages: First, a narrow financial understanding of κοινωνία as it
occurs in 1:5 and 1:7 suggests a financial understanding of the “good work” in 1:6. Second,
“good work” was a well-known financial phrase and would have naturally taken such a meaning
in this particular context. Third, a financial understanding makes sense of Paul’s thought-flow in
these verses while objections to this reading prove unpersuasive. These several reasons converge
to render the financial understanding highly likely.
7.2— Κοινωνία as Financial Partnership
In 1:5 Paul gives the reason why he is so thankful for the Philippian believers—their
longstanding “partnership in the gospel” (ἐπὶ τῇ κοινωνίᾳ ὑμῶν εἰς τὸ εὐαγγέλιον). Κοινωνία can
refer to “people participating in something together, as well as to the relationship they share as a
result of that common participation.”1373 In this context, it connotes shared activity more than
shared experience.1374 More specifically, it identifies the activity of financial support.1375 As
James Thompson explains, κοινωνία was “widely used for friends who were committed to the
reciprocity of giving and receiving….”1376 Paul is drawing on this background, using “the normal
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term for a business partnership,”1377 to recall how the Philippians have uniquely assisted him in
his gospel ministry.
Although scholars frequently mention this financial background, they are hesitant to
restrict Paul’s meaning to a purely financial one in this context. For example, Gordon Fee argues
that this financial sense is “at least” in view but he finds it “difficult to believe that Paul was
referring exclusively to their partnership with him by means of their gift.”1378 Similarly, Luc
Pialoux argues, “l'expression fait certainement allusion au don financier envoyé par les
Philippiens pour assister Paul, mais elle l'englobe à l'intérieru d'un engagement commun de toute
la vie, dans le dynamism de l'évangile et pour son service.”1379 Likewise, after explaining that
Paul has in mind “cooperation in its widest sense,” J. B. Lightfoot argues that financial sharing is
the “signal instance of this cooperation, and seems to have been foremost in the Apostle’s
mind.”1380 Even Joseph D. Hellerman, who clearly prefers a financial understanding, allows the
possibility for fuller meaning when he says that the term “primarily” refers to the Philippians’
financial gift.1381
Perhaps Paul does mean to convey more than a mere financial gift in 1:5. As we argued
in Chapter 3, such deeper meanings are always possible and may not even be available to the
author at a conscious level.1382 My task at present is to identify Paul’s “primary” meaning and to
see how this meaning impacts the understanding of the “good work” in 1:6. If a financial
understanding is indeed “foremost” in Paul’s mind—“It was, after all, the gift that occasioned the
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letter in the first place”1383—then it is likely that a financial understanding is foremost in Paul’s
mind at 1:6 as well.1384
One reason for thinking that material sharing is in view at 1:5 is that Paul elsewhere uses
κοινωνία and its cognates to designate such sharing. For example, the κοινωνία in Rom 15:26 is
specifically “for the poor” (εἰς τοὺς πτωχοὺς). A similar usage occurs in 2 Cor 8:4 and 9:13.
Meanwhile the verbal cognate κοινωνέω appears with this nuance in Gal 6:6, Rom 12:13, and—
most importantly—Phil 4:15. This latter passage proves decisive since it mirrors the language of
1:5. Just as in 1:5 Paul ties the Philippians’ partnership to the “first day” (πρώτης ἡμέρας), so in
4:15 he reminds them that their partnership had started “in the beginning of the gospel” (ἐν ἀρχῇ
τοῦ εὐαγγελίου). Both passages address the Philippians’ early financial support of Paul’s
“gospel” ministry. As Lightfoot notes, “In this particular way they had cooperated from the very
first … when they sent contributions to Thessalonica and to Corinth….”1385
It appears that Paul has used “temporal bookends” to call attention to this support at both
the beginning and end of the letter.1386 Beyond this temporal connection, multiple other parallels
indicate that Paul is intentionally linking these two sections.1387 Consider the following:1388
Joyful thanks (1:3–4)

Rejoicing in the gift (4:10)

Thanksgiving for “partnership” (κοινωνίᾳ;
1:5).

Reminder that they “partnered”
(ἐκοινώνησεν) with Paul in giving (4:15)
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Their partnership was in the “gospel” (1:5).
Special love/concern (1:7–8)

They partnered “in the beginning of the
gospel” (4:15).
Special love concern (4:10, 15)

They are Paul’s “partners” in grace
(συγκοιωνούς; 1:7).

They are Paul’s “partners” in affliction
(συγκοινωνήσαντές; 4:14).

Despite Paul’s use of κοινωνία in a broader sense elsewhere in the letter (2:1; 3:10), the multiple,
precise parallels with this final section—in which financial considerations are clearly in view—
make it highly probable that financial support is also in view at 1:5.
As noted in the chart above, Paul returns to the idea of “partnership” in 1:7. He claims to
have the Philippians in his heart as he suffers for the gospel “since you all are my fellow-partners
in this grace” (συγκοινωνούς μου τῆς χάριτος πάντας ὑμᾶς ὄντας).1389 The parallel with 4:14
(καλῶς ἐποιήσατε συγκοινωνήσαντές μου τῇ θλίψει) and the surrounding context again renders a
financial understanding highly likely. This view is strengthened by the mention of “grace”
(χάρις). Although χάρις can refer to general saving grace, here it likely refers to Paul’s own
ministry. As Frank Thielman explains:
But since Paul has just spoken of the Philippians’ gifts to him as their ‘participation’
(koinonia) with him in his ministry of preaching the gospel (v. 5), and since he often uses
the word ‘grace’ about himself to refer to his calling to preach the gospel to the Gentiles
(Rom 1:5; 12:3; 15:15–16; 1 Cor 3:10; Gal 2:7–9; Eph 3:2), he is probably referring in
verse 7 once again to the Philippians’ practical support of his ministry.1390
7.3—Meaning of the “Good Work”
Even interpreters who argue that a financial understanding of κοινωνία in 1:5 and 1:7 is
correct (or that this sense is “primary”) tend to identify a shift away from this understanding in

1389
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θλίψει). See Fee, Philippians, 438–39 n. 9 for the emphatic understanding of 4:14.
1390
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1:6. For example, Thielman states that the good work “includes God’s gift to believers both of
the will and of the ability to do good works.”1391 Likewise, Hellerman argues that “Paul has
broadened his horizons” in 1:6.1392 But why does Paul broaden his horizons in 1:6 only to narrow
them again in 1:7? At the very least, this is rhetorically confusing.
This sudden shift in meaning—from financial giving (1:5) to internal sanctification (1:6)
to financial giving again (1:7)—becomes even more unlikely when we recognize that Paul has
chosen financial terminology again in 1:6 (a fact interpreters generally overlook). We have
already seen in this study that ἀγαθός was an identifiable term for benefactors/benefactions.
When a person did some charitable act for the city, citizens would honor him with public
inscriptions recognizing him as (among other things) “a good man [ἀνὴρ ἀγαθός],” “noble
[καλός] and good,” or as one who “does the good [ποιεῖν ἀγαθόν].”1393 The inscriptions also
sometimes specify that the person’s “deeds”—or combined “words and deeds”—are “good.”1394
Not surprisingly, then, earlier in this study we found Paul using the phrase “good work” (ἔργον
ἀγαθόν) to describe the Corinthians’ financial gift to the poor saints in Jerusalem (2 Cor 9:8).
We should pause to consider the strength of this evidence: Paul is writing largely to thank
the Philippians for their generous gift (as is evidenced by his mentioning it both at the beginning
and end of the letter). Sandwiched between the two introductory references to this gift at 1:5 and
1:7, Paul introduces another financial phrase, “good work,” into the discussion. If he really
wishes to change the focus from the material gift (1:5, 7) to the work of sanctification (1:6)—
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already a questionable rhetorical strategy—why does he choose a phrase that could be so easily
misunderstood? This is hardly the best way of changing the subject.
Furthermore, we must account for why Paul chooses this phrase in this introductory
context. Only here and in Col 1:10 does Paul use the phrase “good work” in an introductory
section. In the latter passage, Paul prays that the believers will “bear fruit in every good work”
(ἐν παντὶ ἔργῳ ἀγαθῷ καρποφοροῦντες), clearly indicating a broad variety of good deeds.1395 But
here, we have no such reason to expand the meaning of the “good work.”
Thus, the question remains: Why does Paul choose this phrase in this particular context?
It is possible that he has done so to identify the “ethical dimension of salvation in Christ.”1396 But
this is certainly not Paul’s normal way of summarizing the process of sanctification. And in this
case, it is a totally unnecessary explanation since context and terminology suggest a sensible
alternative: Paul is saying “thank you” for the Philippians’ generous financial gift throughout
1:5–7. As he communicates his thanks, he chooses terms that will explicitly identify this gift.
The phrase “good work” naturally presents itself in such a context.
7.4—Thought-flow and Details
It remains to be seen how this financial understanding makes sense of Paul’s argument in
this context. The opening phrase of 1:6 (πεποιθὼς αὐτὸ τοῦτο) connects with the preceding
statement to strengthen a financial understanding. The participle (πεποιθὼς) depends on the
preceding participial phrase (μετὰ χαρᾶς τὴν δέησιν ποιούμενος; 1:4) “in a rather loose way.”1397
The αὐτὸ τοῦτο can point forward or backward and in this case the former is more likely. The
subsequent ὅτι indicates that the “very thing” Paul is “convinced of” is that God will continue his

Paul does refer to a “work of faith” in 1 Thess 1:3 and 2 Thess 1:11. In Phlm 6 he refers to “every good
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“good work” among the Philippians.1398 However, the combination of αὐτὸ with τοῦτο can
connect closely to preceding statements even as it points forward (cf. Col 4:8; Eph 6:22). If Paul
had wanted to indicate a strong break between 1:5 and 1:6, this phrase was not the ideal way to
do so. More likely, he intended a close connection between the two verses because 1:6 serves as
an elaboration or expansion of 1:5.
This close connection is reinforced by the dependent ὅτι-clause (ὅτι ὁ ἐναρξάμενος ἐν
ὑμῖν ἔργον ἀγαθὸν ἐπιτελέσει ἄχρι ἡμέρας Χριστοῦ Ἰησοῦ). This clause mirrors the statement in
1:5.1399 Consider the following:
“He who began a good work in you” (ὁ ἐναρξάμενος ἐν ὑμῖν ἔργον ἀγαθὸν; 1:6)
your partnership “from the first day” (ἀπὸ τῆς πρώτης ἡμέρας; 1:5).
“will complete it until the day of Christ Jesus” (ἐπιτελέσει ἄχρι ἡμέρας Χριστοῦ Ἰησοῦ; 1:6)
“until now” (ἄχρι τοῦ νῦν; 1:5).
These parallels provide confirmation that Paul is addressing the same basic subject in 1:5 and
1:6. Perhaps this explains why some interpreters are eager to broaden the meaning of κοινωνία in
1:5. Once it is admitted that κοινωνία has a narrow financial meaning, it becomes very difficult
to deny a similar meaning in 1:6.
Paul’s strong statement of love and affection in 1:7–8 confirms this reading. The “just as”
(καθώς) that begins 1:7 probably corresponds to the entirety of 1:3–6.1400 Paul is saying in
essence, “I am overflowing with gratitude [1:3–6] just as I should be [1:7a]” (καθώς ἐστιν
δίκαιον). He then provides the reason why it is “right” for him to think such things about the
Philippians: “because I have you in my heart” (διὰ τὸ ἔχειν με ἐν τῇ καρδίᾳ ὑμᾶς; 1:7b).1401
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When he seeks to give further explanation for this emotional bond, he once again turns to their
“partnership”: “since you are all my co-partners in grace, in both my chains and in my defense
and confirmation of the gospel” (ἔν τε τοῖς δεσμοῖς μου καὶ ἐν τῇ ἀπολογίᾳ καὶ βεβαιώσει τοῦ
εὐαγγελίου συγκοινωνούς μου τῆς χάριτος πάντας ὑμᾶς ὄντας).1402
It is their “partnership,” then, that is the reason behind the strong feelings of 1:3–8. The
Philippians were the only church (4:15) that entered such a “partnership” with Paul and they are
the only ones who receive such a commendation. For example, despite his obvious love for the
believers in Thessalonica (1 Thess 1:2–10; 3:6–10), Paul says nothing of a “partnership” with
them, nor of their presence with him in prison. It is the Philippians’ financial support that has
given them a unique place in Paul’s heart. That same financial support does not disappear from
view in 1:6.
Perhaps the best argument against the financial understanding of 1:6 is that the
eschatological emphasis (“until the day of Christ Jesus”) appears out of place for a financial
gift.1403 While it is true that normally we would expect Paul to use such language when speaking
of believers’ salvation (e.g., 1 Cor 1:7–8),1404 nothing would logically prohibit him from
applying it more specifically. Furthermore, this entire section is peculiar in Paul precisely
because the Philippians are in a peculiar relationship with Paul. Even so, a similar eschatological
logic does seem to be operative as Paul discusses the collection for the poor in 2 Cor 9. Here
Paul quotes Psalm 112:9 (LXX 111:9) to show that a generous person’s “righteousness endures
forever” (9:9; NRSV) and that such a person would receive a “harvest of righteousness” (9:10).
In addition, as I have argued previously in this study, both 2 Cor 9:6 and Gal 6:9 indicate that

The ὄντας should be understood causally, either in apposition to ὑμᾶς (Hellerman, Philippians, 29) or
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“sowing and reaping” are connected to financial giving/sharing in Paul’s mind. Thus, it would
not be surprising if Paul—wanting to thank his friends for their generous gift—pointed their
attention to the eternal benefits of such giving.1405
Another argument offered against the financial reading of 1:6 is that Paul would have
used διά, not ἐν, had he intended a financial “good work” in the phrase, ὁ ἐναρξάμενος ἐν ὑμῖν
ἔργον ἀγαθὸν.1406 But despite objections to the contrary, it is possible that Paul intends the ἐν to
be instrumental here (God “began a good work by you;” cf. 1 Cor 6:2).1407 Furthermore, even if
we translate, “he who began a good work among you,” a financial understanding is possible.1408
The overall work of sharing, gathering, and sending had begun among the Philippians. Only by
allowing ἐν to have a narrow, internal/spiritual meaning can a financial understanding be
eliminated. Context does not suggest such a narrow understanding in this case.
Thus, there are many good reasons to think that Paul intends a financial “good work” in
1:6 and no convincing reasons to think otherwise. The letter is written in large measure to thank
the Philippians for their generous financial gift. The κοινωνία of both 1:5 and 1:7—repeated with
explicit financial meaning in 4:14–15—refers to the Philippians’ financial support. Paul’s unique
choice of the phrase “good work” with its financial connotations cannot be accidental in such a
context. The Philippians had a special place in Paul’s heart because they were his special
“partners” in ministry. This “partnership” was the “good work” that God had begun and would
bring to completion.

But what exactly would it mean for God to “complete” a gift “until the day of Christ Jesus”? While the
exact answer may be unclear, it is no more unclear than the thought of God “completing” a person’s “salvation”
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7.5 Theological and Ethical Implications
Perhaps one of the reasons the understanding presented above has been so frequently
rejected is that it carries less theological—and homiletical—appeal. At least for contemporary
Westerners, it is more impactful to think about God’s internal work of salvation than it is to think
of what he does through our financial sharing. But perhaps this is precisely where we need this
Pauline corrective. For Paul, “stewardship” is a theological issue with eternal implications (cf.
Gal 6:6–10; 2 Cor 9:1–15). This passage indicates that God takes believers’ generosity and
“completes” it in ways that far outrun the initial gift.
This passage also reflects Paul’s understanding that God is always the initiator and
sustainer of human goodness. Not only is God the one who “fulfills every good pleasure from
goodness” (2 Thess 1:11; see Chapter 4), who restores fallen minds so that they can “discern
what is good” (Rom 12:1–2; see Chapter 6), but he is also the one who causes grace to
“overflow” so that people can do “good works” with their material things (2 Cor 9:8; see Chapter
5). Thus, for Paul, God is the primary actor, even when it comes to believers sharing their
material resources.

Philemon 6, 14
7.6 Introduction to Philemon 6, 14
In the letter to Philemon, Paul’s shortest letter,1409 he once again writes as a prisoner, this
time seeking a favor from his friend.1410 Philemon’s fugitive slave, Onesimus, has encountered
Paul and, through Paul, he has encountered salvation (v. 10).1411 Now Paul is sending Onesimus
back to Philemon with a personal request: Paul asks that Philemon receive his former slave back
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as a brother in Christ (v. 16).1412 Furthermore, although he is not explicit, Paul seems to urge
Philemon to set Onesimus free (v. 17, 21).1413 Paul makes this substantial request in light of the
great debt Philemon owes him—his “very self!” (καὶ σεαυτόν; v. 19).
Twice in the 335 words of this letter Paul mentions “the good” (vv. 6, 14).1414 Both
occurrences are related and ethically significant. However, since v. 6 is a much more difficult
text, I will allot most of the space below to its analysis and will incorporate v. 14 into this
discussion to clarify the meaning of v. 6. We will see that these verses go to the heart of the
letter: Paul’s request of Philemon is a request for his (or some) “good.”
7.7 Interpretive Options
The “good” of v. 6 is either that of experience1415 or of practice.1416 In other words, Paul
is either praying that Philemon might experience “good things” or he is praying that Philemon
might practice “good things.” Furthermore, the “good things” in view might be either generic
moral/spiritual “goods”1417 or specific acts of generosity.1418 I will argue for the latter in both
cases: Paul is praying for Philemon to do “good things” in keeping with his previously-
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established pattern of generosity.1419 But it is important to carefully nuance here. Technically,
Paul’s use of πᾶς cannot be limited in scope—“Every good work” (παντὸς ἀγαθοῦ; v. 6) would
include any act undertaken for the benefit of others. But contextually and rhetorically, a
particular beneficial deed surfaces—the welcome, and perhaps even manumission, of
Onesimus.1420 Thus, Paul’s desire for “every good work” to become manifest (v. 6) is the
umbrella under which he expresses his desire for Philemon to do something “good” for
Onesimus (v. 14).
I will argue for this conclusion in three stages below. First, Philemon’s “partnership”
(κοινωνία) with Paul is central to Paul’s appeal and this “partnership” creates an expectation that
benefaction is in view. Second, the “good thing” Paul requests in v. 14 is clearly a reference to
Philemon’s generosity towards Onesimus. Third, the various debatable exegetical features of v. 6
make sense on this understanding. This last section will require that we look carefully, although
relatively briefly, at these debatable terms and phrases to demonstrate that they support a
material/benefaction reading.
7.8 Philemon’s “Partnership” with Paul
Philemon v. 6 is “extremely dense and complex,”1421 comprising a virtual “mare’s nest”
of interpretive challenges.1422 I will attempt to sort through the specific challenges below. But
first, it is helpful to grasp the basic purpose and bigger picture of the letter. In fact, it is nearly
impossible to grasp the meaning of such a disputed passage without appeal to this larger
framework.1423 And one of the central things one notices about this framework is that it concerns
1419
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κοινωνία. Indeed, “the whole letter is both an expression of, and an exhortation to, the Pauline
theme of koinōnia….”1424
N. T. Wright argues that there is an “umbilical link” between v. 6 and v. 17.1425 In the
latter passage, Paul makes his appeal to Philemon in light of the fact that he is Philemon’s
“partner” (κοινωνόν). The letter builds, then, from a recognition of the potential of their
“partnership” for “good things” (v. 6) to a specific request for Philemon to do one “good thing”
(v. 14) as Paul’s “partner”—welcome Onesimus (v. 17).1426 The letter continues with Paul asking
Philemon to forgive any wrongs Onesimus may have done (vv. 18–19) and with an expression of
confidence that Philemon will do more than Paul is asking (v. 21). We may surmise that the fullflowering of their “partnership” involves Philemon’s “good deed” toward Onesimus.
Along similar lines, love is central to Paul’s request of Philemon.1427 The uncharacteristic
placement of love before faith in v. 5 (ἀκούων σου τὴν ἀγάπην καὶ τὴν πίστιν, ἣν ἔχεις πρὸς τὸν
κύριον Ἰησοῦν καὶ εἰς πάντας τοὺς ἁγίους) indicates this emphasis.1428 He returns to love again
in v. 7 and v. 9 arguing in the latter passage that his appeal is on account of or for the sake of
love (διὰ τὴν ἀγάπην).1429 Philemon’s love has manifested itself in the past as he has “refreshed
the hearts of the saints” (τὰ σπλάγχνα τῶν ἁγίων ἀναπέπαυται; v. 7).1430 It is likely that this
refreshment involved Philemon “[supporting] the local Jesus-groups through financial
assistance.”1431 This was the particular expression of love that undergirded Paul’s “partnership”
with Philemon.
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It is important that we recognize the specificity of this letter. As Markus Barth and
Helmut Blanke explain, some interpreters put a “hood” over Philemon’s head, “a splendid cover
that might as well adorn any other church member.”1432 When this occurs, it becomes easy to
dissolve Paul’s specific concerns in this letter into broader theological concerns. But Paul is
actually thanking God for “a very particular love and faithfulness … not for an idea or an
abstraction of them in which Philemon is masked and strutting around.”1433
To understand this letter, we must understand who Philemon is and why Paul addresses
him as he does. He is Paul’s “partner” (v. 17), the only person on record to whom Paul writes
seeking some “benefit” (ὀνίνημι; v. 20). Unlike most people, Philemon likely has “a good deal of
money to spare” and he has likely used this money in the past to help “Christians in need and
probably Paul in particular.”1434 It is on the basis of Philemon’s reputation and Paul’s own
experience with him that Paul writes the present letter. “The fact that Philemon has already
enhanced the fellowship of Jesus-followers and willingly absorbed financial loss for greater good
is precisely the scenario that Paul hopes to capitalize on later in the letter.”1435 Philemon’s past
financial generosity to Paul and the church forms the context in which he and others would hear
Paul speak of κοινωνία.
In light of these considerations—and specifically when v. 6 is read in connection with v.
17—the “partnership of faith” (κοινωνία τῆς πίστεώς) in v. 6 appears to be a narrow
“partnership” between Paul and Philemon. It is not “corporate allegiance” arising from
Philemon’s faith1436 or a corporately “shared experience of a common trust in Christ.”1437 These
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broader ideas are theologically appealing but exegetically imprecise. Paul is writing to Philemon
with a very specific request based upon Philemon’s particular role as a patron of the church.1438
The “partnership” between Paul and Philemon undergirds the entire letter.
We have already seen in this chapter (and in previous chapters) that κοινωνία is a term
sometimes used in financial discussions. Here it is accompanied by other terms and expressions
that occur in financial contexts: ἠδίκησέν (v. 18), ὀφείλει (v. 18), ἐλλόγα (v. 18), ἀποτίσω (v.
19), προσοφείλεις (v. 19), ὀναίμην (v. 20).1439 Although Paul may be using some of these terms
in a metaphorical sense,1440 the overall context and the basic social situation (concerning a
runaway slave and the economic implications of this scenario)1441 suggest that at least some of
them are meant literally. For example, Scot McKnight argues with regard to ἐλλογέω that “some
kind of restitution at the financial level is in mind.”1442 Furthermore, if metaphorical expressions
are present, they would likely have been suggested to Paul’s mind by actual “material” concerns.
It is striking to realize that, if the conclusions of this study are correct, Paul regularly
brings κοινωνία (and cognates) together with ἀγαθός when urging believers towards generosity.
We have seen the two terms used in close proximity in Gal 6:6, 2 Cor 9:8, 13, and Phil 1:5–6
(above). Although it is beyond the scope of this study, a similar combination occurs in 1 Tim
6:18 where generous giving is clearly under consideration: The wealthy are to “do good”
(ἀγαθοεργεῖν), to “be rich in good works” (πλουτεῖν ἐν ἔργοις καλοῖς), to “be generous”
(εὐμεταδότους εἶναι), and “ready to share” (κοινωνικούς).1443 I suggest Paul’s letter to Philemon

Philemon “is no doubt regarded as the patron of the assembly that meets in his house,” (deSilva,
Introduction, 671).
1439
Cf. Witherington, Captivity Epistles, 84; McKnight, Philemon, 104–05; for the latter two terms, see
MM, “προσοφείλω,” 3640 and “ὀνίνημι,” 2995.
1440
See Longenecker, Philippians and Philemon, 186.
1441
Cf. Witherington, Captivity Epistles, 84.
1442
McKnight, Philemon, 105.
1443
My translation follows the ESV.
1438
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is a specific example of the instruction given in 1 Tim 6:18—Paul is asking the wealthy patron,
Philemon, to “do good” and to “be ready to share.”
We can summarize the argument thus far by working backwards: Paul often uses
κοινωνία and ἀγαθός when urging believers towards material generosity. The present social
situation and the accompanying financial terminology suggest that Paul combines the terms for
similar reasons here. Furthermore, the basic purpose of Paul’s letter is to urge Philemon to “do
good” to Onesimus by welcoming him and perhaps even releasing him. Thus, Paul encourages
Philemon to act in keeping with their well-established “partnership” by continuing to show
himself to be a person of surpassing generosity.
7.9 The “Good” in v. 14
Just as κοινωνία in v. 6 should be understood in light of the cognate term in v. 17
(κοινωνός) so “every good work” (παντὸς ἀγαθοῦ) in v. 6 should be understood in light “your
good work” (τὸ ἀγαθόν σου) in v. 14.1444 The repetition of this term in such a short space cannot
have been accidental. The use of the article (τὸ ἀγαθόν) confirms that Paul is addressing a
“good” he has already mentioned.1445 As is typical in Paul’s opening sections, he is announcing
in advance the central issues he will address later.1446 Although “every good work” technically
covers all possible beneficial actions (as we noted above), v. 14 indicates that Paul has one
specific “good work” in mind. It is this “good work” that Paul hopes will come to fruition
through his “partnership” with Philemon.

The central emphasis of 1:14 is that Paul wants Philemon’s “good deed” to be uncoerced (McKnight,
Philemon, 93); Longenecker explains that the word “work,” although not present in the text, “would have been
supplied to the ancient ear….” (Philippians and Philemon, 172).
1445
On this “anaphoric” use of the article, see. Wallace, Grammar, 217–20; cf. Moo, Colossians and
Philemon, 417 n. 79.
1446
“As was his custom, the opening greeting and prayer contain the seed from which the letter will grow to
full flower” (Wright, Faithfulness, 16).
1444
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Context is unambiguous about the identity of this “good thing.” Beginning in vv. 8–9,
Paul explains that he prefers to “appeal” (παρακαλέω) to Philemon rather than to “command”
(ἐπιτάσσω) him. In v. 10, he specifies that his appeal is on behalf of Onesimus. The line of
thought continues until it climaxes in v. 17 with the specific request: “Welcome [Onesimus] as
you would welcome me” (προσλαβοῦ αὐτὸν ὡς ἐμε).1447 Although such an action in itself is not
technically a financial gift, it has financial implications, especially if it involves the forgiveness
of some wrong or debt (1:18–19). Furthermore, just before mentioning the “good” in v. 14, Paul
expresses his desire to have Onesimus present with himself, at least suggesting the possibility of
manumission (v. 13; cf. v. 21).1448 Thus, even if Paul is not asking for a financial gift, he is
asking for something that falls under the broad heading of “benefaction.”
7.10 ἡ κοινωνία τῆς πίστεώς σου
With this broad picture established, we can begin to make sense of the knotty exegetical
particulars in v. 6. We have already considered the first one: ἡ κοινωνία τῆς πίστεώς σου. I have
argued that this phrase refers to a specific “partnership” between Philemon and Paul.
Confirmation of this understanding comes from three considerations in the immediate context.
First, the singular pronoun σου suggests this narrow meaning. Although Paul intends for a
broader audience to hear his letter (v. 2), he addresses Philemon directly here. Just as he speaks
of “your love and faith/faithfulness” (σου τὴν ἀγάπην καὶ τὴν πίστιν) in v. 5 with specific
reference to Philemon, so he now speaks of “your partnership in the faith.”1449 Paul could easily
have chosen the plural genitive (ὑμῶν) as in v. 5 had he intended a corporate understanding.

Wright calls 1:17 the “rhetorical climax and main appeal of the letter” (Faithfulness, 18).
Cf. Moo, for example, concludes that manumission “is probably included in the ‘good deed’ Paul hopes
for from Philemon,” (Colossians and Philemon, 418).
1449
On taking σου with κοινωνία instead of πίστις, see below.
1447
1448
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Second, this understanding best explains the “awkward”1450 ἐν ἡμῖν near the end of the
sentence.1451 Although this phrase could have a broader reference to the believing
congregation,1452 the more natural way to express such an idea would have been ἐν ὑμῖν (cf. e.g.,
Phil 1:6; Rom 1:13; 1 Cor 1:10). In fact, the latter phrase is far more frequent in the Pauline
corpus, occurring more than 50 times compared to eight occurrences of ἐν ἡμῖν. Of these eight
occurrences, at least four appear in contexts where Paul is distinguishing himself as a part of a
group separate from the church to whom he writes (l Cor 4:6; 2 Cor 4:12; 2 Cor 5:19; 2 Cor
6:12). A fifth instance likely does so as well (2 Tim 1:14). The remaining two passages are broad
references to believers in general (Rom 8:4; Eph 3:20). Although this latter sense would be
possible in v. 6,1453 nothing in the context suggests it. By contrast, the contexts of both Rom 8:4
and Eph 3:20 prepare for this broader understanding by making sweeping claims about great
theological truths applicable to all believers.1454
The likely reason that Paul awkwardly inserts the rare ἐν ἡμῖν into this sentence is that he
is doing something he rarely does—discussing a personal “partnership” with an individual
believer. Had Paul instead prayed for “good things” to be realized “in you (all)” (ἐν ὑμῖν), he
would have distanced himself from the “partnership” in this verse—it would seem to be
something that Philemon shares with others, not with Paul in particular. By saying “in us,” Paul
keeps himself and his relationship with Philemon at the center of the discussion.

Dunn calls this phrase “awkward,” but thinks it is added to keep the corporate emphasis in view
(Colossians and Philemon, 320).
1451
I accept the majority view (noted by Moo, Colossians and Philemon, 394 n. 37) that ἐν ἡμῖν is the
correct reading rather than the variant ἐν ὑμῖν. For arguments, see Murry J. Harris, Colossians & Philemon:
Exegetical Guide to the Greek New Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1991), 252.
1452
So McKnight, Philemon, 71.
1453
Moo accepts this view (Colossians and Philemon, 394).
1454
Cp. Rom 8:1: “There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus” (NRSV).
Likewise, Eph 3:18 speaks of “all the saints” and 3:21 embraces the universal church “to all generations.”
1450
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Third, the most natural way to read the subsequent verse (v. 7) is as an expansion of the
“partnership” in v. 6. The introductory γάρ “adds background information that strengthens and
supports what precedes.”1455 In this explanatory verse, Paul is not addressing what the entire
congregation has done for him and others, but rather what Philemon himself has done. It is “your
love” (τῇ ἀγάπῃ σου) that has brought Paul joy and comfort (v. 7a). It is Philemon himself who
has “refreshed” other believers (v. 7b). The “love” of v. 5 (σου τὴν ἀγάπην) becomes
“partnership” in v. 6 (ἡ κοινωνία τῆς πίστεώς σου) only to become “love” again in v. 7 (τῇ
ἀγάπῃ σου). The interconnectedness of these three verses confirms that Philemon’s particular
“partnership” is in view throughout.
As suggested by my translation above, I understand τῆς πίστεώς in the phrase ἡ κοινωνία
τῆς πίστεώς σου as an objective genitive: “your partnership in the faith.” Grammatically, an
objective understanding is much more likely.1456 And although an objective understanding would
not make good sense were the σου modifying πίστις (“the partnership in your faith”),1457 there is
no reason why σου cannot modify κοινωνία.1458 When taken in this way, v. 6 is a near reflection
of Phil 1:5: “your partnership in the gospel” (τῇ κοινωνίᾳ ὑμῶν εἰς τὸ εὐαγγέλιον). If Paul wrote
the two letters in close temporal proximity, this correspondence becomes even more
revealing.1459
Some interpreters acknowledge a likely financial dimension to this phrase but still prefer
to allow for a broader meaning. For example, Wright argues:
[T]he dominant idea of the whole letter … is that, in Christ, Christians not only belong to
one another but actually become mutually identified, truly rejoicing with the happy and
1455

Runge, Grammar, 52.
Nordling, Philemon, 205–06. Nordling notes that κοινωνία “patterns with the objective genitive
everywhere else in the NT” (Philemon, 206); cf. Dunn, Colossians and Philemon, 318–19.
1457
Cp. Longenecker, Philippians and Philemon, 171–72.
1458
See Nordling, Philemon, 205–06.
1459
Cp. Wright, Faithfulness, 18 n.49–50.
1456
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genuinely weeping with the sad. This is the more fundamental meaning of κοινωνία, and
it explains and undergirds other uses, particularly that of ‘generosity’ or
‘almsgiving’….1460
Likewise, Longenecker argues that a thin “conceptual membrane” separates a broader
understanding of “fellowship” (or “corporate allegiance”) from a narrow understanding of
“generosity.” He explains, “Philemon’s faith enhances the corporate fellowship with local Jesusgroups precisely because he, as evidently a somewhat wealthier Jesus-follower, supported Jesusgroups through financial assistance….”1461
While these conclusions are basically correct, it must be emphasized that the “more
fundamental meaning” does not obscure or minimize the more specific meaning in this letter. I
do not wish to argue that a financial sense exhausts the meaning of κοινωνία here or elsewhere.
However, when Longenecker admits that it is “precisely because” of Philemon’s generosity that
he has “enhanced” the broader “fellowship,” he is recognizing that this particular financial sense
is coming to the surface in this context. David J. Downs captures the layered meaning without
minimizing this financial aspect in discussing Paul’s collection:
For Paul, κοινωνία is formed when κοινωνία is materially demonstrated; that is, the
collection itself is a tangible manifestation of financial assistance at the same time that it
symbolizes the bond of fellowship, established on account of the gospel, between the
Gentiles of the Pauline churches and the saints in Jerusalem.1462
In the same manner, Philemon has formed a “partnership” with Paul by “materially
demonstrating” it. The “partnership” certainly has depths that go beyond the material
benefactions, but it is those specific demonstrations that come into view as Paul asks Philemon to
demonstrate his generosity in regard to Onesimus.
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Wright, Climax, 52.
Longenecker, Philippians and Philemon, 172.
1462
Downs, Offering, 17.
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7.11 Remaining Exegetical Challenges
The remaining exegetical features of this verse are less relevant to the understanding of
παντὸς ἀγαθοῦ and so may be addressed more briefly. The first two phrases combine to highlight
the spiritual nature of Paul’s prayer in v. 6. Paul prays that Philemon’s “partnership in the faith”
“might be energized in knowledge” (ἐνεργὴς γένηται ἐν ἐπιγνώσει). With the adjective ἐνεργής,
Paul is likely alluding to “divine energy.” John G. Nordling explains that cognates of the
adjective ἐνεργής in the NT “describe God at work….”1463 Likewise, David Bradshaw has shown
that the practice of associating this term solely with the activity of spiritual beings was “an
innovation of the New Testament and particularly of Paul.”1464
Bradshaw further argues that this term was useful in describing “synergy”—“the state in
which human and divine activities coalesce, the divine neither supplanting the human, nor
circumventing it, but acting through the human so as to render it whole and complete” (cf. Col
1:29; Eph 3:7).1465 Such synergy is precisely in view at v. 6. McKnight correctly understands:
“Paul sees participation in faith as a power at work in Philemon that creates an opportunity for a
new understanding.”1466 Thus, while Paul is certainly intending that Philemon take action (as v.
14 makes clear), this verse highlights God’s accompanying power. Paul prays that Philemon’s
generous “partnership” with him will receive God’s own “energy” so that Philemon will further
understand and accomplish what is “good.”

Nordling, Philemon, 208. However, the term does not refer exclusively to God’s work. For example, it
may also refer to Satan (Eph 2:2), sinful passions (Rom 7:5), and (positively) to “encouragement” (παράκλησις; 2
Cor 1:6) working in people (Philemon, 208).
1464
Bradshaw, “The Divine Energies in the New Testament,” SVTQ 50.3 (2006): 189–223. 198; cf. 190–91.
Bradshaw notes that this is true of ἐνέργεια and the active verb ἐνεργειν (“Divine Energies,” 190–91). He further
contends that every time the passive ἐνεργεισθαι occurs it can plausibly have reference to a supernatural agent
(“Divine Energies,” 191, 199–213). I am assuming that the same basic conclusions hold true for the adjective.
1465
Bradshaw, “Divine Energies,” 211.
1466
McKnight, Philemon, 70.
1463
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The divine inflection of this verse is intensified by Paul’s choice of the accompanying
phrase, “in knowledge” (ἐν ἐπιγνώσει). Ἐπίγνωσις, used exclusively for “transcendent and moral
matters” in the NT,1467 suggests that Paul is thinking about knowing God and his ways with this
statement. Biblical knowledge more generally involves both possession and performance,1468
both “understanding and practical outworking.”1469 It is fundamentally experiential, so much so
that it “not only lead[s] to an appropriate response to the person or thing known—it already is the
right response.”1470 Thus, what Paul prays for is not just mental clarity but “an integrated and
operational grasp of ‘every good thing.’”1471 That is, he prays that Philemon will come to
understand and do all the “good” to which God calls him. This broad statement prepares for the
particular “good” Paul will emphasize in v. 14.
The meaning of the preposition ἐν is difficult to decide. It is possible that it is used
instrumentally indicating that the “energy” comes “by the knowledge of every good thing.”1472
But the most basic sense of ἐν is spatial and in more figurative uses this spatial sense can be
understood as the “sphere” in which something happens.1473 There is no reason to think that such
an understanding does not work here. In light of his goal to motivate Philemon to act in regards
to Onesimus, Paul prays that Philemon will receive divine energy in the realm of the knowledge
of “good deeds.”1474 This spatial/spherical understanding is not too far removed from a more
purposeful one—to receive energy in the realm of knowledge is likely to receive energy for the

BDAG, “ἐπίγνωσις,” 369; McKnight, Philemon, 70.
See J. B. Lightfoot, Saint Paul’s Epistles to the Colossians and to Philemon (Grand Rapids: Zondervan,
1965; repr., London: McMillan, 1879), 336.
1469
Wright, Climax, 53.
1470
Barth and Blanke, Philemon, 285; cf. Moo, Colossians and Philemon, 393.
1471
Wright, Climax, 53.
1472
So the NASB.
1473
See the helpful discussion of Campbell, Union, 68–73.
1474
See Harold W. Hoehner’s discussion of this same phrase in Eph 1:17 (Ephesians), 259.
1467
1468
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purpose of knowledge.1475 Thus, the ESV translation “for the full knowledge of every good
thing” is a legitimate translation.
If we advance to the end of the sentence, we find another disputed phrase: εἰς
Χριστόν.1476 Paul’s usual practice of distinguishing between εἰς and ἐν suggests that the change
is more than just stylistic variation.1477 Barth and Blanke explain: “a direction and forward
movement of all the divine and/or human good is indicated by the word (lit.) ‘toward
Christ.’”1478 “Every good deed,” then, is ultimately “unto Christ.”1479 Exactly how it is “unto
Christ” remains debatable. It may be correct to infer that these “good deeds” are “for the glory of
Christ.”1480 This interpretation would cohere nicely with the same idea expressed in 2 Thess
1:11–12 (cf. Chapter 4). However, since Paul does not specify, perhaps we should not either. The
idea of Christ’s glory could be subsumed under the larger heading that Paul provides: “good
deeds” are “unto/for Christ.”
In light of all these conclusions, we can return to παντὸς ἀγαθοῦ once again. I have
already argued that when this phrase is understood in light of v. 14 and Philemon’s role as a
patron of the church and Paul’s personal “partner,” it conveys an obvious allusion to
benefactions. Although the choice of παντὸς gives the phrase an expansive ring that cannot be
limited to benefactions, such works of generosity were necessarily at the forefront in this
rhetorical and social context.1481 We may add to these considerations the fact that Paul regularly

BDAG mentions two categories for ἐν in which this more telic understanding might make sense: as a
“marker of extension toward a goal that is understood to be within an area or condition” and as a “marker denoting
the object to which someth. happens….” (BDAG, “ἐν,” 326–30 at 327 and 328).
1476
We discussed ἐν ἡμῖν above and will discuss παντὸς ἀγαθοῦ below.
1477
So Moo, Colossians and Philemon, 394 n. 41; cf. Campbell, Union, 201.
1478
Barth and Blanke, Philemon, 290.
1479
Friberg helpfully provides the following possibility for understanding εἰς: “to denote a specific goal, the
direction of an action to an intended end to, unto, for, with a view to….” (“εἰς,” 8117).
1480
Longenecker, Philippians and Philemon, 173; Lohse, Colossians and Philemon, 194.
1481
An English illustration might help clarify. Imagine someone praying over departing missionaries, “I
pray that all that you do for God will prosper.” Although “all that you do for God” would technically be limitless, in
1475
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speaks of “the good” in ethical contexts dealing specifically with material generosity (Gal 6:6–
10; 2 Thess 3:13; 2 Cor 9:8; Rom 12:21; 13:3–4; Phil 1:6). As we saw earlier, in three of these
passages ἀγαθός and κοινωνία are closely linked (Gal 6:6; 2 Cor 9:8, 13; Phil 1:6). Thus, it is not
surprising that Paul has once again chosen this distinctive vocabulary to call Philemon to an act
of generosity.
7.12 Theological and Ethical Conclusions
Two important conclusions emerge from this analysis: First, once again, Paul makes
“doing the good” in a financial/material sense a matter of great theological and ethical
significance. As David deSilva has argued, this letter “[cuts] through our embarrassment about
mixing religion and financial concerns.”1482 Indeed, Paul’s letter indicates that material
generosity is a direct way to “partner” in the faith of the gospel. It is something that God
accompanies and empowers to bring people into a deeper and richer knowledge of his ways. W.
H. Griffith Thomas calls this “a great spiritual principle. Beneficence is a means of growth. The
heart grows rich, not poor, in giving….”1483
Second, this passage highlights the centrality of God’s action in the κοινωνία τῆς
πίστεώς. Paul’s prayer is not for Philemon to work harder or to do more than he has already
done. Rather, his prayer is that the “partnership” already established through Philemon’s
generosity will receive divine energy so that Philemon may have the clarity and ability to do
God’s beneficent will. Paul clearly believes in “the possibility of a real participation in the divine

that context—especially if it followed conversation about the impending mission—both parties would understand
that the missionary work “for God” is particularly in view. The broader context delimits the expansive expression.
1482
deSilva, Introduction, 676.
1483
W. H. Griffith Thomas, Studies in Colossians and Philemon (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1973), 156.

329

life”1484 and he views this participation as the way forward even in matters of material sharing—
perhaps especially in these matters.
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Bradshaw, “Divine Energies,” 189.
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Chapter 8—Conclusions and Implications
8.0 Major Findings
We began this study by noticing that “the good” appears to be an ethically significant
category in Paul’s letters. Furthermore, this category of thought has been largely neglected by
scholarship. We have attempted to rectify this neglect by carefully examining a wide variety of
passages in which the terms ἀγαθός and καλός are used in an ethically significant way in the
undisputed Pauline epistles and in 2 Thessalonians. Below, I will summarize the major
conclusions before discussing the important implications of these findings for Pauline ethics.
1. “The good” is a central ethical category for Paul. This conclusion is supported by the
term’s strategic and climactic placement in multiple Pauline epistles. In Galatians, very
possibly Paul’s first epistle, “the good” (καλός) occurs in a critical, transitional
discussion regarding the true understanding of “honor” (4:12–20) and in the final
exhortation to social-material “good works” on behalf of both the church and “all people”
(6:6–10; ἀγαθός in 6:6 and 10; καλός in 6:9). In Philemon, perhaps Paul’s final epistle,
“the good” (ἀγαθός) is the critical term marking Paul’s request for Philemon’s act of
benefaction towards Onesimus. In Romans, Paul’s most influential letter, “the good”
(ἀγαθός) is included in the major summary of the believer’s ethical life in 12:1–2 and
guides the subsequent ethical discussion from 12:9–13:10. Additionally, the notion of
“the good” appears in climactic closing moments of several letters (Gal 6:6–10; 1 Thess
5:15, 21; 2 Thess 3:13; 2 Cor 13:7; Rom 16:17–20) as well as in strategic opening
statements (2 Thess 1:11–12; Phil 1:6; Phlm 6). It is not surprising, then, that when we
come to the disputed Pauline epistles, we find Paul saying that believers were “created in
Christ Jesus for good works (ἔργοις ἀγαθοῖς),” (Eph 2:10) and that God “purified for
himself a special people, zealous for good works (καλῶν ἔργων),” (Tit 2:14). A careful
examination of his letters indicates that the Paul of Ephesians and Titus differs little from
the Paul of the undisputed epistles in this regard. Paul thought early and often throughout
his ministry about how his converts can and should do “the good.”
2. Paul understands “doing the good” as the outward expression of “love.” One of the
reasons “the good” is so important for Paul is that it connects directly with the pivotal
virtue of love. “Love does nothing bad to a neighbor” (Rom 13:8) and, by implication,
love does “the good” to its neighbor (cf. Rom 12:9). Paul’s recommended response to
evil is not just to feel love, but to outwardly express it by “doing good” (1 Thess 5:15; cf.
3:12; Rom 12:17, 19–21). Perhaps here as much as anywhere else Paul reflects awareness
of Jesus’s own words: “Love your enemies and do good….” (Luke 6:35). When Paul asks
Philemon to do a “good deed” toward Onesimus, he is asking him for an expression of
love (Phlm 5–9). By connecting love and “doing good” with submission to rulers and
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paying of taxes (13:1–7), he reveals the great extent to which these ideas govern his
ethical thinking—for Paul, all of life becomes an expression of loving, active goodness.
3. Along the same lines, Paul understands “doing the good” primarily as an activity
intended to advance the welfare of others, not just to fulfill moral obligations. Not only is
this conclusion implied by the direct connection with love, but repeatedly the immediate
context of passages we have analyzed indicates that “doing good” involves benefiting
others (e.g., 1 Thess 5:15; Gal 6:6–10; 2 Cor 5:10; 9:8; Rom 12:9; 19–21; 13:3–4; Phil
1:6; Phlm 6, 14; cf. Eph 4:28). Thus, one of the central conclusions of this study is that
Pauline ethics—properly understood in light of the seminal place of “good deeds” within
his epistles—is much more concerned with advancing the well-being of others than with
keeping moral rules.1485
4. While the phrase “good deeds”/“do good” can have a very broad application, Paul
frequently uses it as a marker for material benevolence or benefactions. We found this
meaning to be explicit in six of the eight epistles we examined (Gal 6:6–10; 2 Thess 3:13;
2 Cor 9:8; Rom 13:3–4 [cf. 12:19–21]; Phil 1:6; Phlm 6, 14). Furthermore, I argued
briefly that ἀγαθωσύνη in Gal 5:22 likely refers to material generosity. The significance
of this usage is indicated not only by its frequency but also by its theological
underpinnings. Paul connects “the good” with the theologically infused term κοινωνία in
four places (Gal 6:6; 2 Cor 9:8, 13; Phil 1:5–6; Phlm 6), indicating that the rich
“fellowship” of believers is intricately tied to their sharing material resources. Paul
deepens the significance further in 2 Cor 9:8 when, in a passage dedicated to giving, he
makes their “good work” a matter of “grace” (9:8, 14), “righteousness” (9:9–10), and
“obedience arising from [their] confession of the gospel” (9:13). Thus, Paul not only
encourages material sharing; he views it as a central ethical imperative arising from the
heart of his theology.
5. For Paul, “good deeds” are missional, not just ethical. In multiple passages, Paul
considers the impact that “good works” will have on “all” people (Gal 6:10; 1 Thess
5:15; 2 Cor 9:8, 13; Rom 12:17; cf. 2 Cor 8:21; Tit 3:8). Apparently, “doing good” is one
of the primary ways Paul intends for believers to reach unbelievers. “Good deeds” are
Paul’s recommended strategy for responding to evil (1 Thess 5:15; Rom 12:17, 19–21)
and he hopes that this response will lead enemies to repentance (Rom 12:19–21). The
same idea is likely in mind at 2 Thess 1:11–12: As believers “do good” “the name of the
Lord Jesus [is] glorified….” (cf. Matt 5:16).
6. Central to Paul’s understanding of “the good” is a redefinition of honor in light of the
gospel. In one of the most important sections of Galatians (4:12–20), Paul argues that
what is truly “good” or “honorable” (καλός) is the way of weakness and humility. This
character is the result of the gospel (4:13) and of Jesus being formed in believers (4:19).
The same nexus of ideas is present in 2 Cor 13:1–10 as Paul grounds his appeal for
weakness in the crucified Messiah (13:3–4). Strikingly, adoption of this honor reversal is
“the test” by which believers can know that Christ is living in them (13:5). Although less
I am not suggesting that moral rules have no place in Paul’s ethics; merely that the focus of Paul’s
ethics far outruns these rules.
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obvious, the same reversal is important in 2 Cor 5:1–10 where judgment according to
“good and evil” deeds (5:10) is preceded by the importance of “[walking] by faith, not by
appearances” (5:7; cf. 5:12) and Paul’s teaching that one must embrace the death of Jesus
in order to experience his life and power (4:7–15). It is not an exaggeration, then, to state
that the reversal of honor is one of the most significant features of Paul’s understanding
of “the good.”
7. Paul teaches that “good deeds” will be evaluated and rewarded at the final judgment. In
two passages, Paul states explicitly that judgement will be according to “good and evil”
deeds (2 Cor 5:10; Rom 2:6–10). I argued at length in ch. 6 that Rom 2:6–10 refers to
believers who are enabled to truly do what is “good” by the Holy Spirit (cf. 2:28–29).
These believers will receive “glory, honor, and peace” in the end (2:10). Along similar
lines, 2 Cor 5:10 indicates that believers must give an account to Jesus for “the things
done in the body, whether good or evil.” In both passages, we have argued that Paul is
not anticipating a moralistic weighing of “good” versus “evil” deeds, but is rather
identifying the necessity of inhabiting a new mode of existence—one in which the Spirit
gives “life” (Rom 2:28–29; 2 Cor 4:10–12; 5:5) and enables believers to do what is truly
“good.” According to Paul, real rewards will be given to those who pursue this “good”
life (cf. Gal 6:6–10).
8. Paul is convinced that believers “do good” by the renewal of the Spirit and the power of
God. One of the clearest statements of this view comes in Rom 12:1–2 where Paul ties
“doing the good” to “transformation” (a dramatic change of life) by the “renewal of your
mind.” Earlier in the same letter, Paul explains that devout people (particularly, devout
Jews under the law) are unable to “do the good” apart from the work of Christ and the
Spirit (Rom 7:7–25; 8:1–10). Still earlier, Paul identifies those believers who “do good”
as those who have their hearts “circumcised” by the Spirit (Rom 2:6–16; 25–29).
Although the point is debatable, I argue that Rom 2:6–10 suggests a participation of
believers in the “glory, honor, and incorruptibility” of God himself. This understanding
coheres with Paul’s prayer for Philemon that he will receive God’s energy/empowerment
to understand and accomplish “the good” (Phlm 6). It is, then, the life of God or the life
of Christ within believers that enables their “goodness” (cf. Gal 4:19; 2 Cor 13:5). Even
“good” material works are enabled and sustained by God (2 Cor 9:8; Phil 1:6; Phlm 6).
As God empowers believers to “do good,” he also brings their “good deeds” to
fulfillment (2 Thess 1:11–12; Phil 1:6). Therefore, the entire process—including the
understanding, activity, and outcome of “good deeds”—finds its source and sustenance in
God.
9. The renewal that enables “doing good” is an inward renewal. The pivotal statement in
Rom 12:1–2 about “renewed minds” responds to the fundamental dilemma outlined in
Rom 1:18–32: Sin has ruined the minds of fallen human beings. It appears, then, that one
of the central ethical teachings of Paul’s letter to the Romans is that the gospel restores
the minds of believers so that they can think correctly about what is “good.” The renewed
mind is able to engage in the crucial ethical task of “discernment” (Rom 12:1–2; 1 Thess
5:21–22; 2 Cor 13:5; cf. Phil 1:10) by which believers can weigh and evaluate options
and makes choices in line with the way of Christ. Paul is convinced that believers must
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become “wise” regarding what is “good” (Rom 16:19) and it is divine empowerment that
makes this possible (cf. Phlm 6). Correct thinking, that neither the law nor any other
means can supply (cf. Rom 7:7–25), becomes possible for believers by the power of the
Spirit (cf. 2 Cor 5:1–10 and surrounding context).
10. Believers must be intentional and zealous about “good deeds” so that these deeds will
“overflow” in the believing community. In what are perhaps his two earliest letters, Paul
indicates that believers should be “zealous” for “the good” (Gal 4:17) and that they
should “pursue the good” (1 Thess 5:15). These terms indicate that a dedicated and
passionate intentionality is necessary for a true doing of “the good.” The same passion is
conveyed when Paul instructs believers to “hate the evil and cling to the good” (Rom
12:9; cf. 1 Thess 5:21–22). Furthermore, Paul wants his converts to give advanced
planning to “doing the good,” especially with regard to what outsiders or others in the
body of Christ might recognize as “good” (2 Cor 8:21; Rom 12:17). Particularly with
reference to material sharing, they must “not grow weary” (Gal 6:9; 2 Thess 3:13). As
they devote themselves to “good works” in this way, believers should expect that God
will produce an abundance of “good deeds” among them” (2 Thess 1:11–12; 2:16–17;
Phlm 6) and an overflowing fulfillment of their impact (2 Cor 9:8–15; cf. Phil 1:6).
8.1 Implications for Pauline Ethics

8.1.1 Indicative and Imperative
Several relevant implications for the field of Pauline ethics follow from this study. First,
our conclusions agree with the scholarly trend to identify a deep integration of theology and
ethics in Paul’s writings.1486 The Pauline imperative (ethics) is grounded in and shaped by the
Pauline indicative (theology). Against Rudolf Bultmann, who minimized empirical change in
believers by arguing for a paradoxical relationship between indicatives and imperatives, 1487 we
have repeatedly seen that Paul expects actual renewed behavior to flow from an encounter with
the truth of the gospel. I outline the major theological bases that undergird Paul’s ethic of “good
works” below.
I explained in Chapter 1 of this study that three major theological indicatives provide the
foundation for Pauline ethics: Christology, eschatology, and pneumatology (a sub-category of
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eschatology). All three categories appear in relation to Paul’s teaching about “good works.”
Since all three ideas have been included in the summary above, they need not be restated in
detail here. Rather, I will briefly delineate how “doing the good” connects with these three
categories.
Christology is the central factor shaping Paul’s idea of what is “good.” Specifically,
Paul’s understanding of Jesus (especially of his death and resurrection) guides his understanding
of “the good.” While the Christ story/event likely stands in the background of the fundamentally
“other”-oriented perspective suggested by the command to “do good” (e.g., Gal 6:6–10; 1 Thess
5:15; 2 Thess 3:13), it becomes explicit at various points. For example, when Paul urges his
converts to reconfigure what counts as true “honor” (καλός), he recognizes this reversal as a
matter of “Christ [being] formed in you” (Gal 4:19; cf. 2 Cor 13:4–5). Or again, when Paul
wishes to encourage generous giving among his converts for the sake of others, he grounds this
exhortation in the “gospel of Christ” (2 Cor 9:8, 18; cf. 8:9; Gal 6:6–10; 2:10; cf. 6:2).
At a more general level, the programmatic ethical statement of Rom 12:1–2 is founded
upon the “mercies of God,” a phrase that looks back to the work of Christ in the previous eleven
chapters.1488 Likewise, Paul’s concern for “good” behavior in 2 Cor 5:10 can be understood only
in light of Jesus who has reshaped his understanding of “death” and “life” and led him to
embrace a ministry of suffering that devalues all “appearances” (4:7–12; 5:7, 12, 16). In short, it
is Christ who has demonstrated and determined “the good” for Paul. The Pauline imperative to
“do good” is inexplicable outside this Christological indicative.
If Christology provides the shape of Pauline ethics with reference to “doing good,”
eschatology provides context and added motivation. Paul is convinced that in view of the Christ-
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event, the present time has become the season for “doing good” (Gal 6:10). Because
eschatological life is now at work in believers, new capacities for “doing good” are available (2
Cor 5:1–10). Not only is eschatological life already at work in believers, but it is also coming to
fruition when “good” and “evil” behavior will be judged and rewarded or punished accordingly
(Rom 2:6–10; 2 Cor 5:10). Thus, “we make it our goal to please [Christ]” in the present,
knowing that our future with him is sure (2 Cor 5:9–10). Likewise, we have reason to expect that
our “good (material) deeds” will not go unnoticed on “the day of Christ” (Phil 1:6) and that we
will “reap” according to the “good things” we have “sown” (Gal 6:9).
The power to “do good” is also an eschatological idea for Paul. More specifically, it is the
presence of the Spirit, giving life and communicating Christ to believers, that enables “doing
good” (2 Cor 3:17–18; 4:7–18; 5:5–10). For Paul, it is the immanent presence of Christ more
than the imminent return of Christ that empowers and guides believers’ “good” behavior. The
power of God communicated by the Spirit enables believers to reason correctly about “the
good,” (Rom 12:1–2; Phlm 6), to internalize “the good” (or the law; Rom 7:18; 8:1–10), and to
do “the good” (Rom 2:6–16, 25–29; 2 Cor 5:1–10). These ideas intersect with another crucial
one for Paul’s understanding of “doing good”—that is, “participation” or “union” with Christ.
This understanding has emerged in Gal 4:19, 2 Cor 4:7–12; 5:14–15; 13:3–5, and Phlm 6.
Although the mechanics and the ontology of this pneumatoligical/Christological internalization
are not entirely clear, the basic understanding is clear enough: Through the Spirit, believers are
truly united to Christ—they become partakers, not mere imitators—so that “the life of Jesus
becomes manifest” in them (2 Cor 4:11). This eschatological indicative enables them to truly “do
the good.”
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It should be noted that these theological realities do not, according to Paul’s
understanding, remove human responsibility. After their minds are renewed to understand “the
good” (Rom 12:1–2), believers must plan to “do good” (2 Cor 8:21; Rom 12:17), form kind
intentions (2 Thess 1:11–12), and make efforts to discern “the good” (1 Thess 5:21–22; Rom
12:2). They must proceed by actively pursuing “the good” (1 Thess 5:15), clinging to it (1 Thess
5:21–22; Rom 12:9), and persevering in it (Gal 6:9; 2 Thess 3:13). Thus, the indicative that
grounds the imperative does not eliminate it.
8.1.2 Social Implications
In his highly regarded book on NT ethics, Allen Verhey writes, “Perhaps the most
striking thing about Paul’s moral teaching concerning wealth and poverty is that, in contrast to
the tradition of Jesus preserved in the Synoptic Gospels, Paul says so very little about
them….”1489 More recently, Richard Burridge begins his discussion of the subject by stating,
“Paul has remarkably little specific teaching on property and wealth….”1490 This study suggests
that Paul has much more to say on the subject than has commonly been recognized. As noted
above, we discovered passages in six of the eight epistles that we examined in which the issue of
material sharing was the primary meaning of “doing good.” Furthermore, this financial meaning
would likely be included in other more general statements (e.g., 1 Thess 5:15).
In addition to its frequency, “doing good” in this material fashion is a deeply theological
practice for Paul, inseparable from “grace,” “righteousness,” and the “gospel” (2 Cor 9:8, 13).
Indeed, it is a matter of “fellowship” (Phil 1:6; Phlm 6) and “obedience” that arises from the
basic gospel confession (2 Cor 9:13; cf. Gal 2:10). Bruce Winter has rightly recognized that
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“doing the good” for the sake of others was an “over-arching consideration which stood at the
centre of Christian reflection and activity….”1491 By emphasizing such “good deeds,” Paul
helped create a social ethic that “can only be described as an unprecedented social revolution of
the ancient benefaction tradition.”1492
Paul’s idea of “doing good” is revolutionary in at least two ways. First, he calls believers
to abstain from the pervasive patron-client dependency system in order to help others (2 Thess
3:6–15; cf. Rom 13:3–4). By commanding all believers to “do good,” Paul leaves no room for
anyone to become a bystander or a parasite upon the larger community.1493 Such sweeping
demands make sense not as a pragmatic communal strategy but as a reflection of the gospel and
as an extension of love—everyone is called to “do the good” that they can in light of the gospel.
Second, Paul repeatedly asks believers to consider “the good” that they can do for “all
people” (Gal 6:10; 2 Cor 9:8, 13; cf. 1 Thess 5:15; Rom 12:17). The teaching would be
significant with regard to material sharing (Gal 6:10; 2 Cor 9:8) and also to more general “good
deeds” (1 Thess 5:15; Rom 12:17). The revolutionary nature of the instructions becomes evident
when we understand the “collectivist” culture in which Paul gives them.
Collectivism may be described as the belief that the groups in which a person is
embedded are each and singly an end in themselves, and as such we ought to realize
distinctive group values…. In collectivist cultures, most people’s social behavior is
largely determined by group goals that require the pursuit of achievements that improve
the position of the group.1494
It is striking that Paul would ask such people, already operating with very limited
resources, to consider how God might want them to use these resources for everyone around
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them. Not only are they to consider what is “good” for their unbelieving neighbors, but they are
also to consider what these neighbors believe to be “good” (Rom 12:17). Thus, as David Horrell
has argued, Paul’s teaching allows for overlap and agreement with outsiders that holds promise
for improving social interactions.1495
8.1.3 Law and Love
We noted in Chapter 1 the dilemma around the law that occupies Pauline scholarship:
How can Paul teach that believers are “free” from the law (Gal 5:1) while simultaneously
proclaiming that they must “fulfill” that same law (Gal 5:14)? We also noted the general solution
offered by scholars: Spirit-empowered love guides believers in fulfilling the essence of the law
as it is reframed around Christ. Our study of “the good” confirms this approach. Paul views
“doing good” as the outward expression of love. The believer who “does good” is not merely or
primarily concerned with basic obligations or with “doing the right thing,” but rather with
advancing the welfare of others. Thus, “doing good” fulfills the law by going beyond its basic
requirements (and obviating its culturally specific ones, e.g, circumcision) to enter the sacrificial
life of Christ for the sake of others (cf. 2 Cor 4:11–12; 5:14–15; Rom 12:19–21; 13:8–10).
The most explicit connection in this regard occurs in Gal 6:1–10 where, after stating that
believers should “Bear one another’s burdens and thus fulfill the law of Christ” (6:2), Paul
explains that they should “do good” to both the church and outsiders by sharing material
resources (6:6–10). These two passages should not be separated. “Bearing burdens” in 6:2
becomes “doing good” in 6:6–10, providing more specificity to the question of how believers
might fulfill the law of Christ. Thus, we might legitimately say that to give away one’s
possessions for the sake of others is to “fulfill the law of Christ.” While this is not the only
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expression of “burden-bearing,” it is certainly the primary one in this context.1496 And this
specific expression helps us to think more clearly about how love might concretely appear in
other contexts as believers “pursue the good for one another and all people” (1 Thess 5:15).
8.2 Further Questions
The most obvious question we should ask going forward is this: How does this theme of
“doing good”/“good works” appear in the disputed Pauline epistles. It is clearly significant, as
our introductory chapter observed. But questions regarding continuity and development could be
pursued at length to great profit. Since this study has made the exegetical task central and the
comparative task peripheral, further research could consider the sources of Paul’s understanding
in the relevant passages of these epistles.
Because this study has been necessarily broad, many questions could be pursued related
to the various topics that have intersected with our analysis of “doing good.” For example, one
could further explore the relationship between love and “doing good,” the relationship between
honor and “doing good,” the missional implications of this teaching, and the social implications
of this teaching. More narrowly, one might examine the thematic presence of this terminology in
the book of Romans. The possibilities are many because the subject is so pervasive and relatively
uncharted by scholarship. Although more work remains to be done, hopefully this study has
established the importance of the topic for Paul and shown that “good deeds” can provide a
valuable window through which to examine his ethical thinking.

It is not coincidental that when Paul again speaks of “fulfilling the law” (Rom 13:8–10), he does so in
the context of love and “doing good” (12:9–13:10).
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